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Chapter 1.
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Notch climbed to his feet, legs wobbling as he caught his breath. All around, the hush of the forest pressed heavy upon his shoulders. Water dripped from green leaves with red tips, as a soft rain worked its way down the branches. An amber butterfly seemed to float in the air – yet the tip of its wing had brushed the molten earth upon Efran’s death. The forest floor had cooled to a muted yellow and only the suggestion of the man remained there, now no more than a single bubble frozen in amber.

Was she gone?

He kicked a rock onto the yellow loam but it was not enveloped and no flash of light followed. Safe. He trudged forward. Nia’s wings were frozen in mid-beat; he reached out but didn’t touch her.

“Celno, what now?”

He had to take her back to the Grove. Only Nia’s father could help, her father or Sofia maybe. And she was safe with Emilio and her own father, if everything had gone well. Another prayer to the Mountain God.

But how?

Notch bent by the contact point. Could he hurt Nia by trying to move her? Would she shatter? He had to be gentle; more gentle than a soldier’s brash hands. His wounded leg wouldn’t make things any easier either. The ache had returned and without battle’s adrenaline, his limp returned with it. If he could find a way back to the Autumn Grove and avoid any patrols...if she wasn’t already dead... Notch made a fist, his arm shaking.

He lowered it. Act or die; that was the measure of a soldier’s life.

“Let this work.” He drew his stolen knife and carefully cut a circular piece of amber around the tip of her wing, one hand raised to support her. He dropped the knife as she came free, holding Nia as best he could, the shape and smoothness of her wings difficult to grip.

A sense of warmth tingled his fingertips. Was it a sign of life? It dimmed and he swore. She had to go home. The Oyn-Dir was a powerful magic user; surely he could save her. He placed Nia down, gently, but still he winced when a wing scraped against the amber floor. She held and he sighed, scooping up his knife before lifting her again and limping between the headstones.

He stopped to take a sword from one of the bodies, then moved on.

The Sap Groves lay west and the Autumn Grove last lay to the north, back toward where he and Sofia had entered the Bloodwood. But that was before the attack, and Nia said her father was moving the grove. Impossible, but he could doubtless do it, even if it didn’t quite make sense. Therefore any direction – any leading away from the Sap Grove – was as good as another.

By the time he reached the crossroad where Nia’s magic had led the Sap-Born away, he was breathing hard. He needed water and food. From memory, the Aforna River was less than a day’s walk, but he had no boat and heading northeast and eventually into the sea wouldn’t help.

He chose a path and walked on. The forest was quiet save for his footfalls and breathing. Nia grew no heavier, but no lighter either. He often had to bend and twist to navigate overhanging branches, and at a fallen log he rested Nia against the loam before climbing up only to reach back and lift her.

By dusk, he’d stopped in a wide hollow ringed by trees. He sat back to rest within it, stretching out his leg. The whole thing burned inside. He’d found one tiny stream and filled his stomach, but still no food. He reached his knees and took the time to cover Nia with leaves and a single fallen branch. It wasn’t much, but within the hollow it would be hard to see her from the path – the trail itself having an overgrown look. At the very least, he’d put some distance between himself and the graveyard.

Mor would be searching for them. It might not be soon, but when the man found the remains of Efran, the hunt would begin.

From the darkening trees came a raspy cry. It was echoed by another, this one further away. Again, the first rasp cut through the quiet. Its twin replied, closer now. Notch propped himself against a tree and drew his stolen sword.

More rasping.

He made it to one knee then paused when a silvery creature slipped into the hollow. Its slender body, about the size of a dog’s, appeared to collect the remaining light. Were those scales or leathery skin? He gripped his blade. Low to the ground, the creature walked on all fours and weaved an elongated, bird-like head. The eyes were thin slits of white.

It shuddered, opening a mouth to release that heaving rasp.

An echo.

Notch flinched when a second creature joined the first.

It too was slender and luminous. Its feet ended in splayed, hand-like appendages. Even in the dying light the length was visible, twice that of a man’s hand-span. One leaped to a tree, clinging to the bark and raising a single foot to flex long toes. The other kept its narrow white eyes trained on him.

He slid his back up the trunk, reaching his feet. The first creature stretched to the next tree, its long head twisted to watch him as it moved. The other shuffled closer, feet soundless on the leaves.

Nia rested between them. Could he fend them off without shattering her? One misstep and whatever slim hope remained would be gone. And if he died, she was just as likely to remain frozen forever. Such a fate might be hers no matter what he did.

“Think faster,” he muttered.

If he attacked one, the other would strike. But if he was quick...Notch growled. No choice. He leaped from his good leg, slashing at the grounded creature. It slipped back, easily avoiding his strike – but not with speed, more that its body twisted just enough for the blade to miss.

He spun at a rasp.

The second creature bore down on him, feet outstretched. He lifted his blade but the creature hit, knocking it free and sending them tumbling into a trunk. A foot wrapped around his shoulder and he screamed as a chill bit into his clothing. He fought to keep the rasping mouth from his face, it was open wide enough to swallow his whole head. Two other limbs wrapped around him, one burning into his wounded leg and the other planting itself on his chest.

He cried out again; the points of its feet were like ice.

Notch thrashed but it was too strong. A sweet-smelling liquid dripped from its mouth, slicking his skin and splattering onto his chest. Fumes rose and he blinked back tears. If he let go, the mouth would cover him. Could he reach his knife?

The hollow darkened. Notch coughed at the fumes. More slime dripped free, sweet but cloying. The mouth drew closer. He pushed back but his strength was gone and he gasped a curse, sucking in a good dose of the fumes.

Nothing followed.

***
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He woke to the rasping in darkness.

Somehow he was alive but he couldn’t move. Air tore at his nose and throat, both so raw that swallowing hurt. A sweetness lingered on the air. Something, not ropes, bound him. A thick...substance...its chill clinging to the skin. It coated his limbs and he shivered, barely moving, yet the muted spasm ran along his entire body.

Something shifted and light poured after it, filtered green. He blinked until his vision cleared. Sunlight through leaves bathed him. He lay in a large nest that had been carved from the hollow of a Bloodwood tree. The rasping came from one of the creatures; it was curled along the nest, its leathery body collecting the light to give off a faint glow.

The head nestled into its chest, giant feet wrapping parts of its body. The rasp was softer, regular. It was sleeping. Notch strained against the slime but to no avail. He twisted his head. Where was the other one? Had it been blocking the entrance to the tree?

The sleeping creature twitched.

Notch frowned as the twitching continued, coming from the feet. Why hadn’t the creatures killed him? Unless... “Gods, no,” he managed.

One of the finger-like toes peeled back. Something small and silver peeked out, tiny white hints of eyes. A baby crawled forward, pausing to open its mouth. Testing the air? It moved closer, pausing again, mouth opening, then repeated the process. Halfway across the floor tiny, razor sharp teeth snapped from its beak-like mouth. It reached Notch’s side and he strained against the hard slime.

Useless.

The creature hovered over his hand, then snapped its mouth down. Tiny teeth tore into his skin, blood welling. He cursed and it flinched back, scurrying for the safety of its mother. It disappeared beneath the foot and Notch heaved a sigh of relief, only for it to catch in his throat.

The creature peered out once again, stepping forth with a sibling in tow. And then another. And a fourth. And fifth. Six, seven, eight, he swore as a swarm began to flow from beneath the mother. Few were more than a hand tall, but all bore sharp teeth.

And that was why the parents hadn’t killed him.

He was food for their spawn.
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Chapter 2.
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Flir glared at the invaders.

None of the giants could descend to the dim hold where she and Kanis were bound, chained to the hull at wrists, waists and ankles. Instead, three of the men in their blue cloaks and bone suits stood before them. One man held her in place, a second kept Kanis motionless – which included his mouth. He’d been cursing them constantly, until the leader, the third man whose breastplate was engraved with a charging bull, had snapped and given an order that silenced Kanis. It didn’t stop the fury in Kanis’ eyes though.

Water gushed into the hull of the sinking ship, quickly reaching their captor’s ankles.

Indicate your understanding of my words with a nod.

No sound issued from behind the Greatmask. Instead, the voice echoed in her head. She glanced at Kanis, whose expression was one of surprise.

One of the other men spoke, his language familiar the way Alosus’ had been, and the leader nodded.

How did you resist us, girl? How did you – both of you – match the strength of the Gigansi?

Flir stared back at him. His mask was similar to the Greatmasks, only it didn’t seem as old or as sturdy. The bone was brighter, cleaner, as if the object was maintained constantly. Care or vanity? And yet, its power was undeniable. He snapped a finger and her head thumped against the wood.

Answer.

Flir ground her teeth. “We’re stronger than most people.”

The mask revealed nothing of what he thought about her response. And your pale skin? That is a...mark of your strength?

“No. We were born in a land of ice and snow across the sea. Renovar.”

And you two, and you alone, are the only significantly stronger Ren-ovar aboard?

“Yes.”

What do the Ren-ovar want with the City of Those who Fled?

She shrugged as best she could. “Anaskar is the richest city in the world, what better reason?”

A chuckle. As you see it, perhaps. And so you possess no bones?

“We don’t need them.”

The voice sounded amused. Possibly not.

Again the three conferred. The chill of water climbed past her own feet, approaching her calves. When the leader finished he waved a hand in dismissal, cutting off what one of his fellows had been saying.

What of the powder your ships carry? Where is it found?

“It is made,” Flir said, glancing at Kanis.

The leader gestured and Kanis spat out a breath. “I’ll kill you for sinking my ship.”

I see.

“You smug bastard, don’t think I won’t do it.”

Very well. But first, I am going to send a message to my men on deck – asking them to begin crushing the ribcages of your surviving crew. A pause. Or you can answer me.

Kanis glared across the space between them. “A man. We bought it from a man named Vinezi.”

Silence followed his words.

The invaders conferred yet again. The water continued to gush into the hold, rising to Flir’s knees. Barrels clunked together where they began to float. Finally the leader stopped.

A heavy man? Confident, still somewhat graceful?

“Yes.”

Where is he now?

“In the city somewhere,” Kanis replied. “He’s attacking it from within so that our smaller force can take the palace.”

Still he meddles. The leader gestured to the other two, and sloshed toward the ladder, where he paused. You know what they say about the Captain of a ship.

Flir glared after them. Something the invader said was odd. Still he meddles? Was it Vinezi, as much as a need for bones, that had brought the blue-robed strangers down upon the city? They started up and their hold on her vanished. Flir flexed her muscles, chains rattling. She shot a look at Kanis, who was already straining against the shackles.

“Not yet.”

He stopped. “What?”

“If they knew we could break our bonds we’d be dead. They’d come back and finish us with their masks. Wait.”

“Flir, the ship is sinking. You know I like to think I’m invulnerable but I’m pretty sure even we can drown.”

“Idiot,” she snapped. “Just let them leave first. We can swim out of here easily enough.”

He heaved a sigh. “Fine, fine.”

Flir strained her ears. The footsteps of the invaders had already faded, leaving only the rush of water and the dull clink of chains as Kanis shuffled about. “Who are these people, Flir? Where did they even come from?”

“Disappointed that they ruined your little attack?”

“Not now, Flir.”

“When?”

“When we’re ashore, tomorrow, the next day, any time but now.”

“They’re Anaskari ancestors – they’re the ones who stayed behind when the first ships sailed here and drove out the Medah.”

“Wonderful. And their over-abundance of Greatmasks?”

“I’m just as surprised as you.”

Kanis looked to the water, which had risen above his knees. It swelled around her own thighs as the ship pitched and groaned.

“That’s enough.” She wrenched an arm free. Kanis had already torn both his arms from the chains and was working on the band at his waist. Flir ripped one side from the wall then reached into the water to tear at the shackles on her feet.

Kanis repeated the process with his own legs. The water had now climbed to his waist. Flir followed suit, growling at the resistance when she ducked into the cold.

By the time she stood again, she could tread water.

“Ready?” Kanis asked. He waited near the hole in the hull, his hand gripping a ceiling beam. She swam over, the rush of water that flowed into the hull pushing at her legs. She ducked around the last lamp swinging overhead. In moments, it would be doused as the ship continued its drowning.

“Break the surface gently,” Flir said. “They might be watching.”

“Of course.” The flow had reached his neck.

“Follow me to the wall; I know a way into the city that no-one will be watching.”

He nodded.

Flir took a deep breath and dived down. In the dim water, she drove to the hole in the hull, pulling herself out and kicking against the draw of the sinking ship before heading for the wavering light.

Her lungs held easily. Not only was the surface close enough, but her necklace of Bel’s hair aided her. Light grew as Flir swam, slowing her momentum before breaking the surface and sucking in air.

In the dull pre-dawn light, Kanis’ ship was sinking steadily. She kept her head low, squinting against the lap of waves. The blue fleet had hemmed in the Renovar ships, none of which offered much movement on decks. Some of the invaders were collecting acor, stores and prisoners; others were piling into longboats and heading for shore.

Kanis broke beside her, expression dark. “I really will get him, you know.”

“Think you can recognise him again? He might not be the only one with a bull carving.”

“If he speaks, I will. Or I could just kill them all, save the trouble of hunting him down.”

She snorted. “Let’s get ashore first.” She swam for the wall and its opening, barely visible against the dark rock face. Would Alfeo and his mother still be safe? And Pevin too, was he sitting there worried, staring across the water? He’d get a surprise when she turned up with Kanis.

Flir speared the water with her hands, kicking swiftly.

“Can’t you go any faster?” Kanis said from beside her.

“Shut up.”

She swam on. It had certainly been quicker with Bel’s help. She slowed as the wall grew large before her, treading water to signal back to a hand that slipped from the darkness. She closed the remaining distance and called up.

“Pevin?”

“Here, dilar.”

“Is everyone safe?”

“For now.”

Alfeo’s voice echoed that he and his mother were fine.

Flir glanced over her shoulder to the activity on the ships. No sign of pursuit. Good. “Pevin, can you find some rope?”

“Of course, dilar.” He paused, glancing at Kanis with a slight frown, but disappearing.

“How long will that take?” Kanis said.

“Getting cold?”

“It’s not pleasant.” He waved a hand at the wall, droplets splashing. “Who’s your slave?”

“He’s not a slave.”

“You mean you haven’t Bound him to you?”

She glared at him. “I’m not like you, Kanis.”

“Anymore.”

“Shut up or we’ll find out if you can drown, got it?”

He grinned but said nothing.

She called up to Alfeo. “Do you know what’s happening in the city?”

“The explosions have stopped,” he said. Flir paused to listen. He was right, she hadn’t even noticed and it should have been obvious. Too used to the silence after being captured and left in the hull.

There would be hand-to-hand fighting in the streets. The Lower Tier was probably overrun by now, especially with the blue-robed invaders added to the fighting. They’d take the palace soon enough. Were Seto and Luik still alive? Lavinia? Alosus?

How, by Mishalar, was the city going to fight off that many Greatmasks?

Chelona wouldn’t make a difference. Neither would Argeon or Osani, even if they were present. Flir ground her teeth. No matter, someone had to do something. To the Harper first. If it still stood. Or maybe the underground. Eventually they’d have to sneak into the palace, to find Seto and everyone else.

“So what’s your plan?” Kanis asked. Water dripped from his short hair.

“Find a safe place to figure this out. There’s an inn; we’ll start there if you and your acor haven’t blown it to pieces.”

“Flir, I –”

“That better not be the start of an apology.”

He looked away, muttering.

Pevin returned, feeding rope down to the waterline. “Ready.”

Flir took the rope and gave it a light tug. It held and she climbed, the water pulling at her clothes with the added weight. At the top, she gripped the edge of the opening and hauled herself up to be met by a smiling Pevin. Alfeo was hopping on one foot and his mother sat in the shadows watching.

“Dilar, you are safe.”

“For now. I’m glad you are too, Pevin.”

His smile widened and his expression grew into one of surprise when Kanis joined them. “You are dilar.”

“I am but don’t worry about it. Where to next?” He grinned down at Alfeo then looked to the end of the tunnel. “Where does this lead?”

“Above ground,” Flir said. She made introductions then led them back to the other passage and up the ladder. Kanis carried Alfeo’s mother, much to her shock – if the shriek of surprise was any indicator – and then Flir was sliding the covering free, pausing before peering above the ledge. Smoke drifted across an empty street. Rubble from the Lower Tier wall lay at one end and shadows from the rising sun covered the cobblestones at the other.

“Quickly.” She pulled herself free and dashed across the street and into a stone building, waving the others after. The structure had no roof, timber having been burnt away. Ash and cinder was heavy in the air and Flir coughed when it tickled her throat. She started a circuit of the room while Kanis set Alfeo’s mother down. Pevin had taken up a watch position at the door.

“Can we go home now?” Alfeo asked.

“Not safe yet,” his mother replied.

“I’m a little hungry,” he said.

Kanis nodded. “The lad is right. I could eat a horse, its saddle and then the stable too.”

Flir paused at a stack of steel frames where they rested beside barrels of bolts and nails. “One thing at a time. We need to reach the Second Tier first and we don’t know what’s between us and it.”

“We’ll just have to keep out of sight, then,” he said.

Pevin spun, gesturing for quiet. “Someone comes.”

Flir motioned Kanis toward the doorway and circled to the opposite side, while Pevin moved Alfeo and his mother to a corner. Flir glanced across at Kanis. The fool was grinning.

Marching footsteps echoed along the street; a heavy tread. Heading up from the harbour. A fresh landing of troops? Flir pressed her cheek against cold stone and waited. The footfalls grew louder.

“How many?” she whispered to Kanis.

“Dozen?”

“If they enter, take the Masks out first. At least some of them can be broken,” she said.

He flexed his fingers into fists. “Right.”

A hint of blue swished into view, followed by the hulking shoulders of what the Greatmask wearer had called the Gigansi, Alosus’ people. A dozen giants followed six men in blue-cloaks. They towered over the magic-users, whose heads swivelled as they strode along. The dark eyes of the nearest bone mask swept over the empty doorway but no-one paused or even slowed.

They marched on and Flir sighed.

“Strange, isn’t it?” Kanis said. His grin was gone.

“Seeing so many masks?”

“No.”

“The giants?”

“Being afraid.”

“I wasn’t afraid. Just concerned,” she said. “They’d cause us trouble, but they aren’t invincible.”

He didn’t appear convinced. “If you say so.”

“I do. Now, get moving, I want to reach the Harper.” She strode across the room and tore a heavy iron bar free from one of the frames. “We have to figure out how to get into the palace at least.”
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The breeze off the distant ocean tasted of smoke, as if the entire city were smouldering, casting the evidence of its ruin up to Seto where he stood on the palace walls, surrounded by enemies.

In the streets below, the newcomers moved through the darkening Second Tier, sometimes proclaiming their rule to citizens, sometimes fighting Shield or Renovar, sometimes forming groups to battle raging fires or collect stray barrels of acor but most importantly, most hideously, organising their trains of bones, stolen from the palace.

Lines of the Gigansi carried trays of bone toward the smoking harbour, sometimes hauling carts themselves or pressing horses and wagons into the task, and even carrying the massive rib bones from shoulder to shoulder.

And all of it overseen by the blue-cloaks, the Ecsoli, who directed traffic from street corners.

The lines of white weaved by smoking buildings with red-glowing bases, shattered inns and blackened squares, through the Antico Gate – one door hanging from a single hinge – and all the way down through the Lower Tier, which, unlike the Second Tier, was still aflame. The staging area for the invaders, their giant blue pavilions visible even at a distance, was clear of fire. The area covered the harbour and the stone before it, often passing through the wreckage of the Lower Wall, which was now a mess of rubble with odd peaks standing like shattered teeth.

Beyond, longboats had already begun their work of ferrying bones to the Old Ones’ ships, which had formed a loose blockade across the harbour. Many of the Renovar ships had been sunk or cleared of sails and rigging, but a few had been commandeered – no doubt to aid in carrying more of the Sea Beast’s bones to the Old Land.

“Surely you believe now, King Oseto?”

The one called Corvus stood behind him, blue cloak wrapped around his broad shoulders. He had the build of a warrior, rather than the more agile look common to the Mascare. A sword was belted at his waist and his breastplate of bone, along with his bone gauntlets, were decorated with black ravens. Only his Greatmask remained clear of markings and it wore the familiar look of age that Seto knew from Chelona and Argeon.

“I do,” Seto said. “It seems you truly are trying to save the city and that you do wish to stay here.”

“Not I, but others,” he said, his Anaskari polished. Many of the Ecsoli seemed to use their masks to aid the transition from old to modern Anaskari, yet a few refused to speak what they considered a bastard-tongue.

“You only wish for my bones then.”

“Yours no longer,” Corvus said. He turned at a commotion. Seto took several steps forward; a pair of Ecsoli had ascended and were pushing two prisoners before them. One prisoner was dressed in red robes – Solicci – and the other, Holindo. He wore no breastplate and his belt was empty. Blood splattered the front of his orange tunic and ran from his nose. Holindo glared at the men who directed him with hand gestures, his movements broken into an odd gait.

“You are holding out on us, King Oseto,” one of the invaders said.

Marinus. The leader strode forward with his usual impatience. The silver lining to his breastplate caught the winter sun. In its centre was a single line of inlaid silver, shaped as a cresting wave.

Casa Mare.

The Ecsoli Prince.

Marinus came to a halt then stopped Solicci with a sharp motion of his hand. The prince’s voice bore a slight nasal tone and the way the man had said ‘king’ left no doubt as to what he thought of the title. Seto was well aware that the only reason they kept him alive was to wait out Chelona’s Sacrifice. Perhaps even such mighty invaders could not – or would not – interfere with such a process.

No doubt they would take her too, in their endless thirst for bones.

“How so, Marinus?”

“Do not take us for fools,” he snapped. “The masks. We have seen your throne room – three great houses, but only one mask. Casa Falco and Cavallo – who holds them?”

“None in the city.”

“You cannot lie to us,” the second blue-cloak said, and Seto gave the speaker a second look. The Ecsoli was a woman. Tall as any of the men, she folded her arms, revealing the tips of her gauntlets as painted red.

“They have been taken and the bearers lie deep in the forests to the south,” Seto said. Little chance the Ecsoli would find Notch or Sofia. “I have nothing to gain by lying.”

Marinus waved an arm. Seto was driven to his knees. “You have everything to gain – power, freedom. Life.”

“What are those things without my city?”

“Enough. Tell us where the Greatmasks are and I will spare your servants.”

“In the Bloodwood, six days south of here.”

Marinus waited. The dark hollows of his mask revealed nothing. Solicci’s face was set where he stood before the parapet, and Holindo had clenched his jaw.

“Very well,” Marinus said. He flung his hands forward and Solicci was hurled over the wall in a red flash.

“No!” Seto leaped forward, but Solicci sailed out, his scream echoing in the hush, until it was cut short with a sickening thump. Seto gripped the parapet. A small red shape lay crumbled on the black tiles of a distant building. Solicci’s body slid to the edge of the roof then slipped out of sight.

“The captain next,” Marinus said, gesturing to the woman Ecsoli.

“I have not lied,” Seto roared. He stepped between Marinus and Holindo, whose eyes were dark with rage. “The masks were stolen by Falco House and they are now lost in the Bloodwood.”

Marinus shook his head.

“Enough theatrics; I believe him,” Corvus said.

“Do you?” the prince asked, drawing the words out slowly.

“I do, Marinus. And we have better things to do than hunt down two Greatmasks.”

“Maybe you do,” the other man snickered.

“Yes,” Corvus snapped. “My family dies in my city as we stand here. The Os-Venor have not stopped. Each day we lose more men, more suits. I need every damn bone I can get.”

“Those creatures will not trouble us long.”

“But they aren’t troubling you, are they? My mountain protects your soft cities, doesn’t it?” The sneer in Corvus’ voice was so strong Seto could well imagine the man’s face beneath his Greatmask.

“If you need every bone, then you should want these masks,” the woman said.

“Be assured that I’m taking my share, Bethana. But I don’t care about two masks that might be a week away – I’m not wasting a single moment on a search like that, when there is enough bone here to last us years. I plan to leave the moment my ships are loaded.”

“And what about after that?” Marinus asked. “Where will you get more bones from then?”

Corvus shook his head.

“And there’s still my swine of a brother. Vinezi is here somewhere and he has the Crucible.”

“At least he led us here. If he hadn’t stolen it there would be no more bones for either of you,” Corvus said, pointing. “Or any of us, for that matter.”

“Bah,” Marinus’ voice echoed behind his mask. “You Lower Houses are all the same. Short-sighted. The missing Greatmasks are more than the sum of their power – it is the lost knowledge I seek.”

Corvus shrugged. “Then read his bones and be done with it.”

“Very well.” Marinus strode forward, one hand raised. Seto stiffened – he’d been frozen, as if his bones were set in mortar. Marinus placed a gauntleted hand on Seto’s shoulder and squeezed, digging into the flesh.

Seto grunted, unable to move his jaw enough to speak.

A feathery touch brushed his collarbone. It soon passed and Marinus released him, releasing both his grip and his strange power.

“They are not here; he tells the truth. Return the king to his cell, Raven.”

Corvus bristled but offered no answer as Marinus left, Bethana following.

Seto helped Holindo to his feet before thanking Corvus.

“Don’t thank me, King – I don’t plan to be here long enough to call in the debt.” He gestured to the opposite stairwell and Seto felt his legs driven forward, bones creaking. He kept pace, the drive from Corvus fading. Holindo walked beside him.

“Are you well, My King?”

“Quiet,” Corvus threw over his shoulder.

Seto nodded to Holindo as they passed into the stairwell and headed down and along the halls to a guest room, guarded by two silent Gigansi. No shield, no Mascare did he pass and the single servant flinched away from Corvus as his boots clapped on the stone. The palace operated still, yet there were new masters.

Marinus and other Great Houses from the Old Land controlled the palace and the city. Mascare were imprisoned or enslaved and the Shield were forced to swear oaths or be killed. Giovan had been among those to swear, his eyes blazing with resentment as he did, unable to meet Seto’s eyes. Seto hardly blamed him – resistance had been fleeting – only a few examples were made, men destroyed from the inside, bones shattered and twisted.

And yet, if the Ecsoli were merciful with the Anaskari, Renovar soldiers in the city were killed on sight. Braonn servants were being imprisoned and replaced by Anaskari youths taken from the Second Tier. A group of Braonn servants; cooks, maids and pages alike, had been chained together and led to the dungeons. They may not have survived; he had no way to discover.

Corvus paused where he held the handle. “Do not anger Marinus so; he will not kill you – only those around you.” Then he opened the door and pushed Seto inside, sealing the room after him.

Seto leant against the wood and exhaled.

Solicci was a loss. The man had been loyal in the end, Seto knew that. Solicci would be avenged, somehow. He and all who’d died under the heel of the second force to invade the city. And then it would be restored.

“For Anaskar is mine,” he whispered.

Seto heaved himself up and moved to a chair, where he sat and tapped a finger on the arm. Powerless. There had to be something else to try, some trick as yet overlooked. He thumped the arm. Dust rose. A different room and he’d have access to the Mascare passages. From there, freedom to gather his network, find Flir, find Luik...if they survived the attack.

Not that any of it would help.

The moment he slipped away, he’d forfeit the lives of Holindo and Mayla and anyone else the Ecsoli deemed a fitting victim. They were all vulnerable now, all dependant on his compliance.

Seto straightened in the chair as a presence swept down upon him.

“Chelona.”

Little Oseto. Do you have the Sacrifice?

Like a weight crashing down from the heavens. He closed his eyes. “Forgive me.”

Your time is running short – the newcomers bring with them a greed, Oseto. I will not be chained anew.

Chained? Could they bind Chelona to another House?

Her impatience grew, like a pain spreading through his skull. They cannot force any such new arrangement until ours comes to an end.

“I can still find someone, My Lady.”

How? Trapped here?

“With your help –”

Even were that a condition of our arrangement, no. No. The foolish ones will notice and may attempt to circumvent the Sacrifice – a process neither they nor you would survive and one I refuse to endure. I will not be cut adrift; I will have a new body, new life.

“Then I must send word to my friends, who are beyond the palace walls.”

Do so, Oseto.

Then she was gone.
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Chapter 4.
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Notch hissed when the offspring returned, creeping over to plunge their teeth into his hand. First two and then four, with half a dozen behind. He flicked his fingers but couldn’t dislodge them. One hopped onto his stomach, only to begin emitting tiny rasps, tugging at its feet, which had stuck fast to the surface of whatever bound Notch. The tone of its rough cries grew urgent and the mother began to stir.

Yet more children poured forth. He glanced to the opening, where the shadow had moved earlier. The father was still out there too. One of the babies bit into a knuckle and he growled, flicking his wrist as best he could.

The mother stirred again.

More babies crowded around his hand, croaking at each other and fighting for space.

He was dead. Nia couldn’t help him, no-one could.

Notch strained against the casing but it refused to budge. He thrashed his head, squeezing his eyes shut. The veins in his neck strained but nothing changed.

A shadow fell across his face.

Above, two small heads peered into the nest. Two young Braonn boys.

“Help me,” he whispered.

The boys looked at each other, and then ducked out of sight.

“Wait,” he called. “Come back.”

A deeper rasp answered him.

The mother was unfolding her elongated feet, head swivelling up. Narrow white eyes regarded him and her children. She padded forward.

“Damn you,” he shouted.

Something flashed between them. A hint of brown and green. Notch blinked. One of the boys stood before the creature, hands outstretched. The mother gave another rasp, this time a call it seemed, and advanced.

“Be careful of the feet,” Notch called, wincing as another baby bit his hand.

The boy gave no answer, he only glided forward. The air shimmered where he passed and just before he reached the creature, he spun, flinging his arms forward, as if wearing a cape. But only the shimmering air followed his arms and the mother stumbled, collapsing.

Skipping over, the boy waved a hand across the babies and they too fell into a heap, motionless. Their chests did not rise nor fall.

“Thank you,” Notch managed.

The boy smiled, but did not answer. His eyes were almost distant, yet he regarded Notch with curiosity.

Notch flicked a corpse from his hand. “Who are you?” Unless...he blinked. The children from the autumn grove, the pair who’d ran from him and Sofia? “Can you free me?”

The boy nodded but when he bent beside Notch, he began to collect the baby creatures, popping each silvery body into a pouch made from the bottom of his tunic. The last one, which had been stuck on Notch’s chest, he tore free, leaving patches of skin behind.

Next, he took the bodies to the mother and emptied them over her form. Then he stood back and waved his arms again. Shimmering air followed and the boy continued, as if pulling in waves of air and casting them across the bodies.

Notch stared. Were the bodies changing? Shrinking? Skin cracked and flaked from the mother. The boy continued his waving. A limb fell free and rolled to his feet but the child did not stop. With each pass the bodies were reduced. Silvery, luminous skin grew dull and bones began to show through what was left of cracked skin.

They were decomposing!

The boy did not tire. He waved on and the shimmering air continued to eat into the bodies until no more than a pile of bones remained, scraps of skin twirling to a halt. The babies were obliterated and only the shell of the mother’s body remained.

Yet the Braonn child was not finished. He knelt, extended both hands over the bones, and spread his fingers. A blast of wind followed, playing havoc with the boy’s fair hair, as the bones disintegrated into dust. It swirled around the room and settled when he stood.

The boy’s face was grim, but he crossed the nest to trail a hand lightly over Notch’s legs and arms. Notch held his breath, but he felt no pain. The binding softened and he pulled himself free, standing to wipe at the slim remnants

“Thank you for saving me.” He met the boy’s eyes. “Haven’t I seen you before, in the Autumn Grove?”

The child only smiled and pointed to the opening. He moved over to climb free. Leg protesting, Notch followed, finding himself in the forest. It was still morning. The hollow where he’d been attacked stood nearby.

“Nia.”

He jogged over, slipping between the trees. The makeshift coverings rested in the centre of the space, the amber of her shape visible between leaves. He turned to the boy, who waited nearby.

“I need to take her to the Oyn-Dir, to the Autumn Grove, do you know where it is?” He nearly asked if the child could restore her, but given the strange magic the boy performed, it might not have worked out the way Notch hoped.

At the mention of ‘Oyn-Dir’ a flicker of recognition passed over the boy’s face and he nodded, gesturing that Notch should follow. Notch brushed the leaves and branches free and lifted Nia, stepping from the hollow.

The boy chose a narrow trail that wound beyond the creature’s nest. Between two great trees a second boy stood, arms sending his own waves of shimmering air over the body of the father-creature. It was surrounded by two other, mid-sized young. None moved. The boys did not communicate with one another and Notch didn’t slow to watch the death ritual.

As they walked and the morning grew late, the forest gradually grew denser. The blood-tipped trees were replaced by others, tall, with smooth trunks and long, dripping bark tubes. The path descended into shadowy ways and the undergrowth transformed into carpets of moss, running like thin rivulets between trees.

The path soon became the only open space, despite fallen branches and saplings crossing the way. Twice he had to stop to measure space between a thicket of branches, to be sure Nia would fit through, as moving around would require serious backtracking with no guarantee of clear passage, so close were the trees growing together. He also paused several times to rest his aching leg. Each time the boy waited without speaking, without impatience. His guide was often audible rather than visible – the crunch of bark preceding Notch in the dim forest.

Eventually, light appeared between the trunks ahead and the strange boy became a silhouette against the brightness as he passed into a clearing.

Notch crossed the threshold and squinted as he set Nia down on the warm moss. His boots sank a little with each step, as he joined his guide before a giant stone seal set in the earth. Its surface was covered in trails of moss, all heading toward the centre. The pieces of stone visible beneath the green were reflective, as if set with precious gems.

The child motioned for Notch to step back.

Notch did so and the boy raised his arms again, flinging them at the seal.

Air buffeted Notch as moss flew into the tree trunks, tumbling to the ground to lie in heaps. The seal was spotless and just as he’d guessed, each section had been lain with jewels. They formed the image of a butterfly, wings open and coloured by circles within circles. Most jewels were clear diamonds, but interspersed in the circles stood yellow topaz and deep emeralds. A glow rose when the sun hit the surface.

“Will this take me to the Oyn-Dir?”

The boy nodded, stepping up to walk into the middle of the seal, his soft shoes concealed by the glow. He pointed up to the sky, and mimed the sun rising to its zenith – or so Notch assumed. He craned his neck. Noon was not far away.

“What happens next?”

The boy was gone.

Notch spun but the clearing was empty – only moss remained. And a wall of tree trunks. He rushed forward, slapping hands against the nearest trunk, which grew where the path had stood. The whole area was ringed by smooth tree-trunks, their bases covered in climbing moss. There was no opening wide enough to escape through, let alone see through. No branches grew low enough for him to reach and all light came from a gap in the canopy high above.

Notch exhaled. Maybe it didn’t matter. There was still the seal and noon was moments away. He assumed that whatever magic it possessed wasn’t going to work until noon and he didn’t think the boy had used the butterfly seal. He probably just disappeared, as he had back in the Autumn Grove.

Notch un-slung his pack and took a long drink before moving to Nia. The pattern of her wings remained visible in the amber, tiny ridges rough beneath his thumb. There was no sense of warmth in her, even under the high sun. Light grew at the edge of his vision.

When he turned, he had to raise an arm to shield his eyes, so bright was the funnel of light erupting from the seal. Green and yellow fought for dominance around the iridescence of the diamonds. Beautiful, but painful too. He turned away, blinking.

Time to find out what the Braonn boy had in mind for him. Notch lifted Nia and took a step toward the seal. He hesitated. Would it work? Would he simply appear in the Autumn Grove? On the dais beside the Oyn-Dir? There had to be a corresponding seal hidden somewhere in the grove. Still he did not move. Would the magic somehow damage Nia?

There was no choice.

Notch stepped into the light.
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Chapter 5.
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From her seat on the second raft, Sofia watched the grassy banks slide by, walls of willow and blood-tipped trees hemming the Aforna River. Wind chilled her bare hands, even weaselling its way to her throat, no matter how she cinched her now ragged, dirty robe, or angled the unresponsive Osani.

Grey-topped water reflected a leaden sky. The river’s dark length ran ahead as far as she could see, where it would eventually empty into the sea south of Anaskar. There the coast would be difficult to navigate, with few coves suitable for landing ships and rock-strewn reefs plentiful.

How would the rafts Father and Emilio built fare in such waters?

Emilio muttered a curse, wrenching his pole where he stood nearby. “I apologise, My Lady.”

She smiled. “I’ve heard worse.”

At a call from her father’s raft, she stood, stepping around women and children huddled in the centre. They clutched blankets and other possessions for warmth, expressions flat, empty. Miserable. Many had leant over the side to vomit during the days they’d been on the river; the unpleasant withdrawals of whatever drug Efran had been giving them.

Sofia wanted to ease their suffering but all she could offer was a show of confidence.

“Father?”

The shoulders of his robe were damp from earlier rain. Argeon’s white streak gleamed with moisture, bright against the surrounding black. The eyes revealed nothing but shadow where they stared across the water. Did he ever communicate with Tantos? It seemed unlikely. “There will be rough water ahead. I don’t know how the rafts will fare.”

“The Sap-Born will still be searching.”

“And it will be dark soon – yet we will make camp.”

“All right.”

Emilio nodded when she turned to him. She resumed her watch on the tree line. The Sap-Born had attacked twice in the days since their escape; once while cutting and building the raft with Emilio’s axe, and once at night, while at camp.

Each attack ended the same way.

Screams rising over the sound of snapping bones and Sofia fighting a churning in her stomach, disgust strong enough to spoil any appetite she might have had.

Each time, her father and Emilio let the bodies slip into the water, the Aforna swallowing them whole. The next morning the party kept on, poling down the river, watching, waiting for another attack. But so far none had come and by Father’s estimation, they would reach the coast before any other force could reach them.

“How much longer?” a child asked.

“Hush, dear. Soon,” came the reply.

Most of the prisoners were holding up well, aside from the sickness. Many now bore a gleam in their eyes so it was a hopeful group that made landing, the boat easing into cold shallows where the river broadened and the current slowed.

Enough light remained to make camp; a process that her father had established quickly. He worked on shelter while Emilio hunted and Sofia organised the collection of firewood. Other women set to the river’s edge to draw water and yet others moved between the trees, foraging for nuts and berries, returning with armfuls of the small, orange berries whose flavour was strong but fleeting. When Sofia ate them, her stomach was barely sated.

Luckily, most nights Emilio returned with rabbit meat or Alcina led the women in fishing, casting lines with worms on the hook. Her touch was delicate and it was rare that a fish escaped her. Each night could have been a feast but with so many mouths to feed the food didn’t stretch far.

Sofia placed a stack of kindling before the fire-pit and groaned as she straightened.

A young boy blinked up at her. “Are you hurt, Lady?”

“No.” She removed her mask to give him a smile. “Just a little sore.” But the ache and stiffness in her bones still went beyond anything she could explain. The idea of withdrawals from lenasi was long discarded. Something else was wrong.

And now that escaped seemed assured, it was time to face whatever it was.

After the meal, she turned to her father. Firelight flickered across Argeon, revealing his nicks and scuffs. Father’s hands rested in his lap but his body had not relaxed. He was on guard, head moving to face the trees often. Heat from the fire warmed her. “Can we speak?”

“Of course.” He waited.

“In private.” She lowered her voice. “I don’t want to worry them.”

He rose and gave Emilio a nod before leading her beyond the glow of firelight, where he stopped between two trunks. The cold had banished any scents, as if the forest were empty. Yet her feet crunched over leaves and the scurrying sounds of small animals was clear overhead, the flow of the river a subtle backdrop.

“What is wrong, Petal?”

“Whenever I remove Osani or Argeon, my limbs stiffen and I cannot move. Sometimes even when I wake wearing a mask. Sometimes it’s hard to speak, even my jaw locks up.” Her voice wavered. “What’s happening to me?”

He took her by the shoulders. “How long?”

“Since before I found the grove. Weeks now.”

“Petal, you have worn Argeon too long.” His voice was sharp – yet it was fear that she heard within, and it shot through her. If Father was afraid...Ana, what could she do? He continued, “We must be very careful from here on.”

“I had no choice, Father. He protected me from the lenasi withdrawals.”

A sigh echoed behind the mask. “No, I am to blame. I ought to have prepared you better.”

“So what do I do?”

“For now, wear Osani. You will need to spend time away from the masks but only under controlled circumstances. I will oversee it, and you will be well again, I promise.”

She took a deep breath. “But what if something goes wrong and we lose the masks?”

“That will not happen.”

“Father.”

“I’m sorry,” he said. “My impulse is to shield you first.”

“You don’t have to do that, remember?”

“I do.” He leant against one of the trees. “For you see, without intervention, your bones will fuse together and you will never move again. In time, you will waste away and die, unable to take sustenance. It happened to Solicci’s great grandfather. He was careless.”

Sofia shuddered. To be a prisoner in her own body – unmoving. To be able to make decisions yet never act upon them. To be utterly dependent upon someone else for every aspect of her life...short as it would no doubt be. Hideous powerlessness.

Better a quick death. “But why is this happening?”

“Your bones have grown dependant on the Greatmasks, which is why you feel no pain, why you move freely, when you wear them. We can break the cycle of dependence, the bone sickness together, but I must guide you. It is dangerous.”

“So be it. Let’s start now,” she said.

“Not until we are free of the forest. During the process we are both vulnerable.”

“Then I will stop trying to reach Osani.”

“No – continue. We need him yet.” He glanced back at the camp. She followed his gaze but all appeared well. The women and children were talking and Emilio stood with his back to the fire, hands resting on the handle of his axe. “Tomorrow I will attempt to reach him once more. And we should seek Metti again, also.”

“She must be in peril if we still cannot find her.”

“As all will be.”

Sofia rubbed her neck, emitting a long sigh. “Will two Greatmasks truly make a difference?”

“They must.”

“Then can Argeon help with Osani?”

He paused, then laughed. “How foolish of me not to think it.”

“Well, how often have you been in possession of two Greatmasks?” she asked.

“True. We shall see if anything can be done.”

Emilio approached. “Lord Danillo, Alcina wants to speak with you.”

“Thank you, Emilio.”

Sofia followed them back to the light. Alcina and several other women sat around the fire, with expressions of concern. Children had already bedded down, some of the women beside them.

“Lord Protector, the women have asked me what you are planning once you reach the coast. I doubt you have a ship waiting there,” Alcina said.

“That is true.”

She turned to one of the women, whose cheek bore a fading bruise. “This is Helena.”

Unlike most of the former slaves, Helena was one of the few Braonn women Efran had imprisoned. “We want to thank you again for rescuing us, Lord Danillo, but when we reach the coast, many of us plan to stay and begin new lives.”

“The Sap-Born may still be chasing us.”

“We understand,” Helena said. “But for some of us, Wiraced is our home – for the rest...the shame is too great. Many do not wish to return. At least, not yet.” She shrugged. “We are no strangers to hardship and there are old villages near the mouth of the Aforna.”

“Those overrun by the Ulag Clan?”

“Yes. Few would seek us there and we have nothing to fear from the ruins.” Her expression darkened. “Efran razed my village.”

“It is true that I have no ship,” her father said. “But it would be wrong for me to leave you alone here.”

“They won’t be alone, My Lord,” Alcina said. “They have each other.”

“I do have a boat hidden at the river mouth but it will not fit us all – at least, not at once. But there is an island, I would have ferried you there. It is large enough to support a small group for a time. At least until I was able to send a ship back from Anaskar.”

“I still believe we will fare better here, Lord Danillo,” Helena said.

“Then we will see you safely to one of the ruins.”

“Thank you.”

Alcina held her hands out to the blaze. To Sofia’s eye it seemed the blind woman swallowed before speaking, as if nervous, but when she spoke her voice was steady. “My Lord, I would ask that you take me with you, back to the city.”

“Even as it lies now, under attack?” he asked.

“Yes.”

Sofia exchanged a glance with Emilio. How would Alcina fare? Blind and alone, for surely she would not wish to infiltrate the palace with them? Her father only nodded. “Very well. Prepare for yet another dark journey.”

“Worry not, My Lord.”

He stood. “I will take the first watch. Emilio then Sofia.”

“I feel well enough to help now,” Helena offered.

“You are welcome to join me, Helena. If you can find two more volunteers –”

“I will assist Sofia,” Alcina said.

“And I the Captain,” added another woman.

“Good.” He took Helena to the edge of camp, speaking softly. Sofia went to her blanket and lay down, staring up into the bright, sharp light of the stars. She made to remove Osani, but stopped. The last few mornings she’d barely been able to move upon waking, replacing the mask with difficulty only.

If she kept it on her sleep would be deeper.

But would it make everything worse, in the long term?

She needed rest no matter the risk. Sofia linked her fingers across her chest and tried to slow her breathing. Before too long, Emilio would be waking her.
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“Sofia.”

Emilio crouched over her, his face a dark outline against the embers.

“Already?”

“I will take your shift, if you wish,” he said.

She smiled and for a moment, let herself imagine that there were no masks, no invasion, no pain and fear, only this quiet moment in the night with Emilio. How different things could be. Her smile faded. That was not the way of life. Pain and fear were not likely to disappear simply because she wished it. She touched his arm. “No, but thank you. I’ll manage.” She rose, her limbs responding naturally. A welcome change, even if her face was damp with sweat. She removed Osani and wiped her face before replacing him. “Is Alcina awake?” She kept her voice low.

“She is waiting for you.”

Sofia threaded her way through sleeping bodies, coming to a halt near the standing form of Alcina, wrapped in her cloak. She held her hands up to her mouth, as if whispering to them. At Sofia’s footfalls, the woman opened her hands and Sofia frowned as she strained her eyes in the night. Had there been a gentle flutter of butterfly wings?

No, she’d been mistaken. Butterflies didn’t move at night. Perhaps it was simply a Braonn prayer or a ritual Alcina had adopted?

Alcina turned with a smile. “My Lady.”

“You should call me Sofia,” she said.

“I’ll try.”

They stood in silence as the soft sounds of night surrounded the camp. A faint rustle of leaves and a cry from a night bird, the water’s murmuring passage.

“There’s a rabbit out there too,” Alcina said. “I hear his feet thumping away from us.”

Sofia strained her ears but couldn’t catch the sound. “Your ears are better than mine.”

“A slight compensation for my blindness, perhaps,” she said with a chuckle.

Sofia hesitated. “Were you always blind, Alcina?”

“Since I was a little girl. We don’t know why, but I’ve learnt to manage – like with the rabbit. I may not see someone sneaking up on us but I’ll certainly hear them.”

“Sooner than I, too.” Sofia shifted, rearranging her robe, pulling it tighter around her shoulders. The mask protected her face from the cold but not the back of her neck unless her hood was up, and that obscured her vision more than the mask itself. “Where will you go, if I may ask? When we reach Anaskar?”

“Home, if it still stands.”

“Is your family in the city?”

“No. I have no family now. I had a daughter but she died a babe and her father was a poisonous fool.”

“Oh, I’m sorry, Alcina.” Sofia stammered. How pitiful and useless words had suddenly become.

“Don’t apologise, Lady. It was many years past.”

“Have you been in the Bloodwood a long time?”

“Years. It’s almost strange to be free. I expect one of those abominations to appear at any time and tell me to go back inside or to take another dose of whatever it was they fed us.” She swallowed. “It was especially bad for the children.”

“He drugged the children too?”

“The older ones, at first. Then they simply disappeared. Helena overheard one of the Sap-Men discussing ‘children at the other camp’ and so we think they were moved once old enough. Who knows how many there are? When I arrived, there were women who’d been kept prisoner for years.”

“Other locations? That could mean other assassins.” And people they’d failed to save.

“Do you believe that’s what they wanted the children for?”

“Efran admitted it to me. And...he showed me one of them. She was too young.”

A branch snapped in the darkness and Sofia froze. Another heavy footfall, then another crunch. Sofia drew her knife. “Wake my father,” she said.

“Wait. Listen to the breathing.”

Sofia paused. There, between the clomping of boots, rasping breaths. The footfalls stopped, close, but whoever was out there remained invisible in the night. They started again and a gasp followed each step, until a heavy thud and a groan followed.

Then nothing but Sofia’s own blood thumping in her ears.

“We need light.”

Sofia led Alcina back to camp, stirred the fire and took a burning branch before waking her father. He came to his feet swiftly when she told him what they’d heard. He led them back to the trees and when Sofia raised the brand, she gasped.

A man lay face-down in the leaves.

His back was rent by deep gouges – claw marks which had torn his green tunic to shreds. Yellow blood covered his skin and he was missing half his arm, the stump of which rested in a pool of amber liquid.

“What could have done that?” she asked.

“What is amiss?” Alcina asked.

Her father knelt by the body. “A wild animal has attacked a Sap-Born.”

“A bear?”

“Larger, perhaps, I fear.” He muttered beneath his breath. “We must break camp. Wake the others while I look for –”

“Let me,” Sofia said. “I will Spirit-Walk, it’ll be safer.”

He stood. “Very well. Back to camp first.”

Sofia led Alcina back to the faint red glow of the campfire, casting glances over her shoulder with every other step.
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Chapter 6.
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Ain leant against the cold stone windowsill, pulling the sky blue of his pathfinder’s cloak tight around his shoulders. The evening cool of desert air against his face was welcome nonetheless – a slight distraction from the paths.

In Haven’s streets, two storeys below, the hurried steps of men and women in white wrought new paths, pulsing and thumping as they moved in and out of their homes, their arms laden with possessions and provisions, loading them into hand-carts. All part of the planned evacuation due to the darklings’ increase in both numbers and cunning.

In the short time Ain had spent in Haven the creatures had attacked three times, somehow scaling the ridges that enclosed the buildings, from the desert far below. Were they corporeal or not? None had risen from the quartz shaft, as far as Rejam and Predi could discern.

This evening however, the two had turned guard duty over to their own sons. Ain moved from the window to the large stone table. At its head, the twins’ faces were grim, their white hair touched with orange in the torchlight as they sat either side of the Mazu leader, Nydepa.

Nydepa presided over the head of the table, arms resting on stone. He’d been carried into the room, legs dangling, and had carefully arranged them before settling into the chair and indicating that those called to the meeting should be at ease, his wrinkled face smiling. “No ceremony here, please.” His Medah was smooth, among the more accomplished of the Mazu, with only small traces of his own dialect, a soft clipping at some words.

Schan sat near the opposite end of the table, running a whetstone over a knife in calm, measured scrapes. Wayrn sat beside him, expression dark – as had become customary for him, though now there was an edge of worry. All that remained was for Tanija to join them.

Footsteps echoed up the stairwell and Tanija appeared. His own face was drawn and stubble grew long atop his head. Since the death of his children, he’d not been even a shadow of his usual jovial self. And why would he? Ain looked away from the man. Silaj was so close now – his own child had not even been born and he doubted he could face each day the way Tanija did.

“Forgive me, Nydepa.”

“No need to apologise, Tanija,” he said. “But we will begin now. Ain, Schan, please share the message you received from your Engineer for Rejam and Predi.”

Schan started. “I noticed something in the Seer Stones. A vision from Ibranu, who was an Engineer claimed by the Wards on our first journey.” He outlined Ibranu’s role within the Cloud, but the twins seemed familiar. “He was not distinct at first, and would only request Ain before disappearing. He reappeared several times, but it was as if something interfered with his efforts to send his message.”

“And his message?” Rejam – or so Ain thought – asked.

“One of terror,” Ain said. “Cities being swallowed by fire, sea and ice – but he also showed us the bones that lie between Cloud Oasis and the Wards. I believe they once belonged to a Sea Beast. A long-dead creature of great power,” he added.

Nydepa looked to the twins. “Ain feels the spirit showed him the disasters and the bones because he was implying that they are connected.”

“At the Sea Shrine in Sekkati I called a Sea Beast to attack the city and it destroyed the walls. Perhaps it is more powerful even than that?”

Nydepa nodded. “Who among us would claim something is not amiss? The increased darkling attacks are merely the clearest sign. I believe we must offer help in the face of such dire times.”

“We would welcome anything you can offer, Nydepa,” Ain said.

“It may be slight, but we will guide you from Haven if you wish to leave. There are still safe passages.”

“So we hope,” Predi said, a slight frown on his face.

The Mazu leader sighed. “First-Home will be safest, we have agreed.”

“We have, but that does not mean First-Home stands, or that we will reach it.”

Ain shifted on the hard seat as the silence grew, but Nydepa only sighed again. “I pray that your fears are unfounded.”

“When will you leave?” Schan asked.

“You will be aware that we have been preparing for some time now. It is my hope that we might leave on the morrow.”

“Then we will leave with you and head for the Cloud,” Ain said, after glancing at Schan. They had already decided seeking advice from the Elders was the best course; Raila would better be able to decipher Ibranu’s message. Danger was clear, but not their course of action. Besides which, Silaj was waiting.

Tanija spoke, his voice soft. “My people wish to join the Mazu if you will take us.”

“Of course,” Nydepa said. “We are safer together.”

“Thank you. The people of the caves are grateful,” he said.

Nydepa closed his eyes. “It is no trouble.”

Rejam and Predi exchanged a glance. One bent to the Mazu leader and the other said, “Now may be best time to rest. Please take to your rooms. Prepare for tomorrow.”

Ain left, following Schan down the steps, Wayrn and Tanija behind. They bypassed the opening to the first and ground floor, heading deeper, before exiting into a corridor with a series of bare rooms and soft lamplight. No doors, but each room possessed a curtain of white quartz beads.

Converted soldier’s quarters, most were occupied by Tanija’s people – he went to Ashia now, almost stumbling to her when she slipped from their room. Her eyes were lined and she took him in her arms when he drew a shuddering breath.

Ain looked away.

He sat on the narrow cot and set to work adding new supplies to his pack before leaning against the cold stone wall.

“Ain?”

Schan entered, Wayrn trailing. The room was cramped with the three of them. King Oseto’s envoy pulled the curtain closed and lowered his voice.

“I believe I understand some of your Engineer’s warning.”

“You do?” Ain placed a spare, empty flask aside.

He hesitated. “I hope you understand I am sharing what I know because I believe in my king’s offer of peace.”

Schan raised an eyebrow but said nothing and Ain nodded.

“The bones of a Sea Beast are indeed powerful beyond our imagination and I believe Ibranu was suggesting that we will need them to combat similar force that has yet to reveal itself.”

Schan appeared concerned. “What force?”

“And how are the bones powerful?” Ain asked.

Wayrn shrugged. “Perhaps whatever prevented him from delivering his message in words? Perhaps something is driving the darklings to attack us? I do not know. I fear.”

“And the value of the Sea Beast bones?”

“From them Greatmasks are made.”

Ain gaped, then closed his mouth. Even Schan gave a low whistle. “Then the Medah have been within reach of such power for centuries now and not realised this?”

Wayrn spread his hands. “Perhaps the knowledge was lost, who knows? But I doubt there is anyone in the Cloud who would understand how to carve one. I do not even know if the Lord Protector does.” He paused. “But it must be attempted.”

“You want to leave your role then, Envoy?” Schan asked.

“No. But when we return, I would like to take some of the bones home to help protect my city.”

“The Elders will have to decide that, of course,” Schan said.

“I understand.”

“Let’s get some rest,” Ain said. Hard to believe such bones of power had been lying in plain sight, being bleached by the sun for hundreds of years. Yet for now, they were a secondary concern. “I want to be ready for tomorrow.”

“Are you certain you can escape the darklings if they attack, Pathfinder Ain?”

“I am. I have a new control over the paths. I will confound them if they come,” he said. He had to.

Wayrn left and Schan followed, leaving Ain to lie back and close his eyes.

There was no other choice.

He had to see Silaj again, before darkness and ruin swept the lands.

***
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Ain rolled from the cot, dim light beyond the curtain.

How much time had passed? His head ached but his body responded quickly, as though well-rested. Yet something had woken him – there, a pulse beneath the earth. Steady, save for an irregular spike in force. Like silent thunder.

What was going on? Before sleeping, no such path had raged.

“Schan?” Ain snatched up his pack and pulled the curtain back. He slipped into the warrior’s room and woke him.

“What is wrong?” Schan asked.

“I feel something in the paths. There’s something unnatural.”

“More darklings?”

“I’m not sure.”

“It is near to dawn anyway, by my guess,” he said, and rose, collecting his pack. They ducked into Wayrn’s room next and within moments were climbing back up to the ground floor to cross the quiet hall, where figures in white robes and long dark pants moved between shadows, their shoulders laden with packs.

Or weapons.

The path pulsed again, sharp. He winced. “Let’s find our guide,” he said, moving toward the entry and the bustle of the departing Mazu.

Outside, dawn light fell across the street, softening the stones and the dark hair of the people who stood in queues before the rock face, right beside the entrance to the Seer Stones. Nearest the wall, men worked to roll back a huge stone, revealing a dark tunnel.

Ain sighed. “More underground tunnels.”

“Let’s hope they’re wide. I want a lot of room around me if we meet one of those things in there,” Schan said.

Rejam – or Predi – again, Ain could not tell – appeared with a young man in tow. An older boy, he carried a carved piece of quartz, not unlike a peach, and wore a sword belted at his waist.

“This is Hekib. He will take you,” the old man said, and then he was gone.

Hekib smiled then waved an arm for them to follow. No time to say goodbye to anyone. Ain glanced over his shoulder. Good luck, Tanija. Hekib weaved through the queue without trouble. Perhaps the people of Haven had been instructed to allow Hekib precedence, because all moved aside without complaint.

Some wished them well, most simply clutched children close, eyes watching the ridges. Their guide passed into the darkness and Ain swallowed a sigh. Before reaching the light’s limit, he paused.

“Schan, we must have some torches?”

Hekib turned back, shaking his head as he raised a hand. The pear of quartz lay within. He rubbed the flat side of the quartz with his palm until a warm, pink glow began to spread. Even after he stopped, the light continued to brighten and he beckoned again for them to follow, heading deeper into the shadows of the tunnel.

The morning dragged on with only the bobbing light of the quartz and the tread of feet on stone – the weight of it all beginning to press down. Sweat dampened Ain’s temples and he forced himself to ease his breathing when it started to quicken. Sands, how much more? But just as his soles began to ache and the sharp pulse of the various paths to fade, Hekib stopped and turned into a new tunnel. This path was wider, the floor smooth and a breath of air from within grazed Ain’s cheek.

“Where are we?” he asked.

Hekib didn’t answer but Schan did. “Seems that we’ve turned south, back toward the Cloud.”

“How can you tell?”

“Just a guess for now.”

More light grew, this time pouring into the tunnel in thin shafts from above, casting jagged shapes on the walls and ground. When Ain lifted his head, light blinded him. He shifted. The orange rock was lit by the bright sun where it fell through the twisted openings above, casting complex patterns.

The near-incandescent shafts shot into the tunnel at various points along their path – but always from a height, as the tunnel’s roof stretched up and up.

He nearly asked Hekib about it but the young man probably would not have understood the question – he did not seem to speak Medah. When the passage moved back into darkness the sun was replaced by the pink glow of quartz once more until Hekib led them finally down rough steps to a circular room open to the air.

The Wasteland waited beyond, a line of shimmering white pillars stretching across the horizon. Ain stepped closer, pausing at the edge, a sheer drop to jagged stone below, easily far enough to shatter his bones should he slip. Giant bolts had been driven into the floor and ropes thick as his thigh wound to them, running over the edge.

Only the ropes were grey and worn.

There appeared to be no ladder, no stair, no path hugging the side of the ridge.

Hekib gestured to the rope and gave them a smile. “Good luck,” he said, his words halting.

Ain thanked him but Schan stepped forward. “This is the only way down? The only way to the Cloud Oasis?”

Hekib nodded. “Oasis.” Then he left, his white cloak disappearing into the darkness from where they’d came.

“I’ve seen stronger looking ropes,” Wayrn said.

“Will they hold us?”

Schan bent by the pair of bolts, slapping one of them. The smack rang dully off the stone walls. “Could do for one of us only, then break. Or none.” He pointed to the underside, where the edge of the stone had cut some of the way into the rope. “See? It’s been worn away over the years. Doesn’t look like it’s been used for a long time.”

“So do we go back?” Wayrn asked.

Ain shook his head. “Not if it means getting lost in the tunnel, and I don’t want to face the darklings beneath the quartz platform.”

A moment of silence.

Schan leant over the edge a little further. “The rope doesn’t reach the bottom either, though it comes close.”

“There’s rope in the packs Nydepa gave us,” Ain said.

Wayrn slung his to the stone floor and unhooked the clasps, raising a heavy coil of rope. “Then he meant for us to use this path.”

Schan stood, placing a foot on one of the huge ropes. “This one is not cut through as far as the other. It might just hold.”

“We can tie this off at the end of that one then,” Wayrn said as he pointed.

“Right,” Schan said. “I’ll go first.”

“Wait.” Ain bent by the rope. “Let me see.” He placed both hands on the coarse surface and closed his eyes. The path flowed down, each a steady thump of boot on stone but also the pressure of hands gripping rope. Very few paths sprayed into the air, most continued down the rope.

And those poor souls who had fallen, whose paths fell into nothingness, were old.

“No-one has fallen from this path in a long time. Or used it.” Ain rose, stopping halfway. The sharp pulse from before returned, striking double-time. “Wait.”

“What?” Wayrn asked.

The pulse continued, increasing in frequency. Coming from the tunnel. Was it darklings? He clutched his head, dropping back to one knee. “Hurry,” he cried.

“Darklings?”

He waved a hand at the ropes. “I don’t know – it’s the paths, they’ve never hurt me before. I think something is coming.”

“I go first,” Schan said, and grabbed the rope, face set as he took his first step.
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Chapter 7.
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Notch blinked through the light; yellows and greens fading to reveal a deeper swathe of green and blue above. He moved forward, each step measured while his vision cleared. If he tripped and dropped Nia...

The world resolved into detail.

He stood on the edge of a seal, twin to the one he’d left. Here the wind tossed his hair where it swept up over a sea of trees, the dark green stretching before him. Streaks of blue sky appeared beneath grey cloud above. He stepped down onto a hilltop, its surface littered with wind-smoothed stone.

The seal blazed on behind him, casting an uncertain shadow to the ledge of the outcrop. Only a few feet lay between seal and edge, where a drop plummeted down wooded sides to the forest floor below. It was like standing atop the palace walls and looking out over Anaskar – if the citizens and houses had been turned to trees.

He completed a circuit of the hill as light from the seal died. A set of stone steps led around the outside of the hilltop. He adjusted Nia in his arms and started down the rough-hewn steps, all worn in the centre, soon dropping low enough that trees and plants clinging to the rock face grew up around him, blocking the sun in places. Birds chattered in a typical call and response and his hand twitched in remembrance of the leathery silver creatures.

By the time Notch reached the forest floor he was sweating and both his leg and arms had begun to ache. He set Nia down on the softer earth and drank from a deep puddle – brackish but cold, at least. Based on his view from above, and considering the weave of the tree line, a river lay some distance away. Yet surely the mysterious boy would have led him close to the Autumn Grove, if that is where the Oyn-Dir waited? There Notch would no doubt find more water, but when would that be? The trees around were green, their blood-tipped leaves clear to see.

A path of flagstones, set in the earth, lined the bottom of the hill. He retrieved Nia and followed the path to a large opening. It covered half the rock face, many times taller than a man. Carved on a pair of rock columns flanking the opening were the interlocking circles of the Broann’s oldest family.

The path disappeared inside.

Not the Autumn Grove but it was a sign of civilisation. Perhaps not recent civilisation but there might be a map, clues to the Autumn Grove, evidence of a passage leading somewhere, something, anything. It was worth a look at least.

He approached the dark opening. While sunlight worked its way within, there was a limit and beyond the rough floor waited only shadow. He paused at a column. It was an ancient spot; the carving of circles had lost its sharp edges, wind and water having worn away at it. Even the lichen grew in thick layers around the base, climbing toward the tops, where rusted iron fittings stood empty.

“Is it even safe for me to enter?” He directed the soft question to Nia.

After all, if the cave was a sacred site, would an Anaskari man be welcome within? He crept to the opening and hovered on the threshold. If ancient forest magic was about to strike him down he’d never know it. But how likely was that? The seals hadn’t hurt him.

Notch moved into the darkness.

And only the echo of his footfalls followed. He slowed, adjusting to the cool darkness. The strains of the light soon revealed the impressions of a huge passage. He repositioned Nia and approached the light, one hand outstretched and the other straining to hold her.

But he bumped into nothing and the floor remained level, if not smooth. When the air changed, Notch paused. He’d entered a giant cavern, the echo of his steps growing – but no other sounds returned, just his breathing. And a sense of...something. Something alive, something aware of his intrusion. He strained his ears. Was he being watched?

Notch placed Nia beside him and braced his legs, drawing his sword. He nearly called a challenge, but the darkness hid him as much as the watcher. He hoped.

The faint scent of dust clung to the air.

A vast sense of age...of time’s passage grew apparent. He swallowed. Perhaps it was a mistake to have entered...

Twin slits of blazing white light appeared before him. He squinted as they illuminated the cavern. Notch gasped. The brightness came from a pair of eyes, glowing orbs large enough to drown within, like great pools.

Welcome, Notch. 

Light grew and he fell back. A gigantic cocoon hung from the roof, all but lost in shadow above. The two eyes glowed in an insect face at the bottom of the glistening cocoon. Web-like strands stretched from the enormous body to the rear wall, giant grey ropes. Spiders scattered at the light, running across the surface of the body.

Furred antennae brushed the floor, moving in tiny circles, as if constantly tasting the stone. Above the eyes, the mouth alone could have swallowed him like a morsel of food – as if he were the insect. The butterfly was tall as the hilltop itself, which had to have been mostly hollow to protect its inhabitant. The edges of the cavern stretched beyond the edges of the light – which all came from the eyes themselves.

“What are you?” he asked.

We have already met, Notch. I am the Oyn-Dir. You see my true form.

“But...” He couldn’t finish. If that were true, who or what was the man in yellow on the dais? But if the Oyn-Dir was a butterfly it explained how Nia could transform. How many children did he have? How old was he? What exactly was he?

During our meal you conversed with something of an echo; the man I once was. While I have many children, not all are as special as Nia. A new sadness echoed in his voice. You bear grim news, do you not?

He lifted Nia. “Yes, My Lord. We killed Efran but Nia sacrificed herself to protect us. Can you save her?”

I do not know. The eyes closed. Leave her here when you go. I will try.

Notch lowered her back to the ground. “I’m sorry.”

No, you are not to blame, Notch. You may have saved her.

“I pray that it is so.” Yet his heart remained heavy – if the Oyn-Dir was doubtful, there did not seem to be much hope. With Nia, he’d almost let himself feel something he hadn’t thought to feel again...

I have sent for someone to guide you to a nearby seal. It will take you to the edge of the Wiraced. There you must make your way back to the city of Anaskar, for it faces a threat that may spread across the whole world. Greater than that posed by Efran’s poisonous dabbling.

Did he mean the invasion? “But what of Sofia and her father? What of your own people; is the Grove safe?”

The Oyn-Dir’s eyes opened again. For now. Catrin and Mor turn their attention toward Anaskar and vengeance but much is unsettled now the Sea God is dead; something ancient stirs. And yet beyond that even, I fear the true threat has appeared from a vast distance.

True threat? Gods, could things get worse? “Can you see the threat?”

Bones.

“Bones?”

They cover Anaskar, young, alive – not unlike Sofia’s Argeon. Such numbers; it is a veritable swarm.

“Gods, how can we face that?” Notch cried. And what did he mean, ‘young’?

The future is hidden from me, Notch.

“That’s not very helpful, My Lord.”

Was there a sense of a smile in the Oyn-Dir’s voice now? Of course, but I will offer all the help I can. This is my world too, and though my centuries are few compared to the Old Ones, there are secrets I have learnt.

“Knowledge about the Greatmasks?”

Of the earth. Its shape and its songs. Something is amiss on Celnos’ Peak, though I know not what it may be – save that it is connected to the bones that have caused so much upheaval.

“I see.” Notch glanced away from the Oyn-Dir. Home. To reach the Peak, he’d have to pass through – or at least near – his village. He’d have to bear the usual bitterness from Father and the silence from Mother. Neither worse than the other and both the very things he’d vowed to leave behind.

If they lived still. Winters on Celnos were harsh on the old and he’d not been home in years.

“And what of Sofia?” he asked. “Do you know how she fares?”

Well. She and her father, along with the Captain and Efran’s former prisoners, now travel the Aforna River. They are safe for the time being.

“Good.” Tension melted from his shoulders, until he saw Nia. “How will you restore her?”

Leave that to us, Notch. The eyes began to close. Your guide has arrived. He is waiting.

“Thank you.”

Notch started toward the entrance while the glow remained, heading for a bright light at the end of the passage.

And do not fear the Silverine – the children and I have them well in hand.

Whose children? Yet if he asked, he felt he wouldn’t receive an answer that made a lot of sense. “It is a relief to hear it, Oyn-Dir.”

I am pleased. A pause. On your journey, seek buried bones, Notch.

He stopped. “Buried bones?”

Just an intuition.

“I will try.”

Notch blinked as he exited the cave into a misty rain. When his vision cleared, a Braonn dressed in forest greens stood before him.

“Gelehn.”
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Chapter 8.
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Vinezi paced before his prisoners. Dim light cast deep shadows across their weary faces where they waited in one of the rooms adjacent the Regeneration Pool. The single torch burned low, flickering yellow – it would need replacing soon. How scarce were such tediously necessary supplies now?

Vexing that his recruits were all dead. It would have been the perfect task for them.

Yet the prisoners were a fine compensation.

And how wonderful it had been, for Tarvilus to chance upon them – caught in the web he had strung in the mountain pass. Vinezi was still to reset such a trap, but Julas’ regeneration took priority.

Dull eyes watched him pace and a low hum sneaked beneath the clap of his footfalls. The eyes belonged to Alosus; the Gigansi was weak from hunger. Vinezi gave him enough to keep him alive, but the chains bolted around both hands and ankles were the heaviest he could find in the entirety of the First Temple.

Of course, the leverage of Alosus’ child was still in place, yet it never hurt to have extra insurance. Especially after the misguided escape attempt. Which brought Vinezi to the next prisoner. He paused. Tarvilus had recently replaced one Storm Singer with the other – strapping the still-bruised man into an ancient chair of rusting iron.

Abrensi was the man. He, like the woman, had lost weight too but his voice remained as rich as ever. He hummed an old chant, something Vinezi had been forced to teach him. As with Anaskar’s pitiful Mascare, much lore had been lost among these new-land Storm Singers.

But the hum served its purpose.

The chant formed a shield over the temple – preventing Marinus from finding them. And search his older brother did. Each day, many times per day, someone in the city set about scrying the mountains.

Yet all they found were illusions, the command in the chant caused them to see what Vinezi wanted. And what he wanted was constant chanting to be utterly sure. For his situation was precarious. Admittedly, while threats to one Storm Singer kept the other cooperative, that in and of itself was not enough.

With no force to speak of and no desire to risk recruiting in the city below, his plans had to be carried out now by two – at least until Julas was regenerated. Again, Tarvilus had already worked tirelessly to return Vinezi to life, strength and mind.

It had taken longer, working from a knuckle bone only.

Yet this time, a memory of Flir’s look of shock as she killed him remained. As if burnt into his skull. And this time, there was not enough flesh left for two. Julas had to wait for more raw materials before the regeneration could be completed.

Vinezi drifted from the Storm Singer and his soothing hum.

A second chamber held the woman. Vinezi leant against the doorway, cold stone beneath his shoulder. Lavinia. A striking creature with fiery red hair – only it was lacklustre in the dim room. She lay on the cot, sipping from water in a cup, her hands bound and her leg chained to the wall.

“You performed well during your shift,” he said.

She did not respond, only drinking again. Her throat was no doubt strained – and why wouldn’t it be, after days upon days of humming.

“For now, Abrensi and Alosus will remain alive.”

“To what end?” she whispered.

“That you know.” He raised an eyebrow. “You are more talkative, this time.”

Lavinia sat against the wall and closed her eyes. Deep shadows ringed her eyes, she did not answer at first and he nearly turned away. “What do you want, Vinezi? The city? Godhood?”

“Perhaps, after a time. But now, what I want is simple. I want to carve a novatura and mask so powerful that I might one day return home and crush my father like the bug he has always been. Is that too much for a son to desire?”

“To kill so many for such a goal...” She did not appear to have the strength for her disgust, despite the way her expression twisted, for she did not open her eyes or even turn her head.

“To kill is the way of nature – all know that, my dear.”

“It is not my nature.”

He chuckled. “And that is exactly why you have been captured. Now, we must move on from such naïve concerns. You have a new chant to learn.”

“Its purpose?”

“My brother is not going to be content to seek from afar forever. Once he has finished with his subjugation of the city, he will turn his attention to a physical search. You will be part of the force that repels him. I will teach you what I know of the Chant of War, the rest you will no doubt recall. It is somewhere in your bones, the memory of its structure.”

“I will not sing for violence.”

“Then you will sing the Griever’s Song,” he said, and executed a short bow before leaving. He passed Abrensi with his humming and the listless Alosus, then strode across the floor of the Regeneration Chamber and climbed the stairs leading up to the temple’s watch-tower.

Now the staircase was a chore rather than an agonising journey but necessary for his recovery. Even so, he was breathing hard at the top, where Tarvilus leant on the sill – looking across the mountain. He did not turn. “I should return to the city below and recruit more men.”

“It is too dangerous,” Vinezi said. “Saving Julas was a miracle all by itself. Ana would not grant you another.”

“Fine. One of us needs to go to the village again; it might as well be me.”

Vinezi joined his brother. Below, a broad path of paved stone led to the temple entry, lit by a watery noon sun where it fell down between the surrounding peaks. None from the village had any notion from whence the attacks that terrified them came – nor would they ever know. Only Mascare could open the passages. “I will go. My body needs the exercise.”

His brother turned, his own face a mirror of their prisoner’s weariness. “And your memories?”

“Mostly intact – up to a point.” There were whole chunks of his recent history that simply did not exist, including hours leading up to the fight with Flir or carving the ruined novatura, but it did not matter. He knew enough and he had since carved another gauntlet. “It’s nothing of concern. Whatever memories are due to return can do so after we restore Julas and lure Marinus into the temple to finish him.”

“Or he finishes us,” Tarvilus responded.

Vinezi placed a hand on his brother’s shoulder. “No. We have an unexpected boon; we will make a fitting end of him now.”

He nodded. “You should do some hunting while you are out. We are running low on food once more.”

Vinezi hissed. “Always a struggle.”

“I will prepare the Pool,” his brother replied. “It is as I feared, you know.”

“I assumed as much.”

“No more regeneration after Julas – near to the last of the blood will be used. Whatever remains after will not be enough for another full regeneration.”

“I understood you,” Vinezi snapped.

Tarvilus held his gaze. “I only want for you to be safe. Consider the risks from now on.”

“Sound advice but unneeded. I know the risks – I have felt the cold clutch of death twice now, Tarvilus. I know.”

His brother glanced back out the window. “I will be waiting.”
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Chapter 9.
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Flir squeezed between charred columns of stone, heading away from the Harper. A warm sun beat down on the black tiles of surviving buildings – rather mild for winter, but she kept her grey hood raised. Two days of searching for Luik, of gathering survivors and plotting beneath the Harper, had already passed and during that time she’d not found a way into the palace and the invaders – or the Ecsoli as they called themselves – had for the most part, let the Tiers get back to day to day living.

Somehow, the inn had survived the attack.

More surprising, was that it was still operating almost without interruption.

At a cost of course.

The last of the bone was now aboard the Ecsoli ships but not all the ships were in a hurry to leave. Instead, many of the blue-cloaks remained in the city. Wherever a Greatmask went, food, wine, and services, their every whim was to be catered for. At once too, lest someone find themselves screaming in the street with a broken arm or leg. Otherwise, the conquerors both permitted and expected the citizens of Anaskar to return to work.

She slowed near a grimcart standing at the mouth of a dark alley.

Renovar and Shield, Vigil and civilians were piled high. With all the armour and dead weight, it’d take a sturdy pair of mules to tow it. She held her breath and examined the bodies she could see, waving at the cloud of flies.

A voice shouted.

Striding up the street were a pair of the Gigansi – or mules, it seemed – if the grimcart was what they’d been tasked with. They waved their arms and she slipped down the alley and crossed to a busy street, where people walked with worried faces. None of the bodies in the cart had been Luik – none that she could see anyway.

She’d tried all the familiar spots on the Second Tier, even the makeshift graveyards, and now it was time to try the Lower Tier. Kanis and the rest she’d left back at the Harper. He’d be able to protect them but only if he held his temper and kept out of sight. She’d have to let him out soon, let him feel useful.

But not just yet. Guard duty was the least of what he deserved. She thumped a nearby wall and it creaked. Beside her, an old man jumped, dropping a loaf of bread.

She picked it up and handed it back. “Sorry.”

He started to thank her but paused. “Your hand.”

“Yes?”

“Your skin is pale.”

“I know.”

He waved her out of the flow of traffic and into a doorway. “If they see you, they’ll kill you.”

“The Ecsoli?”

“Yes. They’ve started rounding up foreigners and driving them from the city. They’re killing whoever resists.”

Flir sucked in a breath. “Where?”

“At the Gate.”

She ran, feet pounding on cobblestones as she slipped through the people, ignoring the shouts that followed when she jostled them. Most were probably thrown to the ground – she didn’t check.

But she thundered to a halt within sight of the rubble-strewn gates. Amid still-smouldering heaps of stone and charred wood, shattered wagon wheels and crowds of muttering people, stood a small group of Ecsoli.

They barked orders at a line of Broann servants in palace livery and labourers still wearing singed clothing, and even a few Renovar sailors too. They laughed as they stood around, blue cloaks open. The white bone of their Greatsuits was bright. Flir stepped onto a slab of stone to peer above the crowd.

The line stretched out onto the plains, dust from the south road stirred by many feet. Beyond the exiles lay a week of sparse plains and eventually the Bloodwood. Without supplies or shelter, it would be a hard trek for them.

Flir narrowed her eyes at new movement by the gate. The Ecsoli were pointing and cheering as one lifted a slab of rock by gesturing with his bone-gauntleted hand. The rock rose, dust trickling from the sides, then it hurtled through the air, as if thrown by catapult. Only the catapult was the Ecsoli.

The stone sailed through the sky then crashed down into the unsuspecting Braonn.

Screams rose and the line scattered.

Flir growled and the crowd gasped, emitting cries of horror.

Another Ecsoli joined in, lifting a second stone and flinging it onto the plain. Two men simply disappeared, flattened beneath it. More screams rose from beyond the walls. The Gigansi guardians remained still, faces expressionless. Flir circled the crowd, fists clenched.

They weren’t the only ones who could throw stones.

Keeping out of sight was easy enough. The Ecsoli were engrossed in their sickening game and their guardians were keeping an eye on the front lines of the dissolving crowd – yet the line of Braonn appeared held in place. They probably were.

She bent by a tumbled tavern and took up a slab of stone that reached her shoulder. Hefting it, she whispered to those standing at the back of what remained of the crowd.

One turned. His mouth fell open.

“Make room on my command,” she said. “Tell the people in front of you. Quietly,” she added.

“What are you going to do?”

“Crush them with this.”

He tapped a trembling hand on the man’s shoulder in front of him then murmured a moment. The fellow shook his head, then turned. His eyes widened. Word spread; she heard her Anaskari name ‘The Pale Girl’ several times, and marked when her instructions reached the front of the crowd.

Faint screams continued to rise from the road beyond the walls and another cheer followed.

She raised the slab over her head. “Now,” she shouted.

The crowd parted and she stepped forward, hurling the slab. It flashed across the open space before the Ecsoli. At her shout, one of the blue-cloaks started to turn but it was too late. The slab tore him from his feet, shattering his breastplate of bone and, she hoped, his rib cage.

Cheers rose.

She caught just a glimpse of blood seeping from the Ecsoli before the second invader gave a shout. The people closed ranks as she spun, sprinting for the nearest building. Cries rose from behind as she skidded into a new street. She fell back, peering around the stone.

The onlookers had been flattened, but now they scrambled from the blue-cloak and his guards, all whom charged after Flir. The man had used his magic like wind, as Vinezi had, rather than shattering their bones. A tiny mercy.

The Ecsoli raised a bone-clad hand.

Flir dived as stone exploded. A line of fire cut into her back, warm blood flowing even as she rolled to her feet. A gaping hole rested in the wall. What the hell was he carrying, acor? She ran, wincing as the blood flowed.

On she weaved through the buildings. They’d spread out soon and she’d run out of cover. Or the bastard could simply follow the handy trail of blood she was leaving. Flir ducked down behind a crumbling chimney and tore her cloak in half, tying it around her waist.

Would it be enough?

Stone ground over stone. The second storey of a nearby building teetered. Flir fell back, spinning down an alley as the building crashed down, rattling the very street. She splashed through shallow puddles, boots clapping on cobblestones.

Ahead, one of the Gigansi stepped across the mouth of the alley.

Flir charged. The giant spread his arms as if to grab her, the sunlight catching the mottled colours on his shoulders. His arms swept down but she dropped her shoulder and barrelled into him. A great whooshing sound followed as the air rushed from his lungs and he bounced across the cobblestones.

Dock workers scattered, abandoning a handcart covered in an oiled tarp. The crash of the harbour crossed the street and a door slammed at a nearby inn. A single light in the window of a bakery went dark. She didn’t blame them.

Two more Gigansi ran into view, huge chests heaving. She slowed. Things were about to get complicated. Shouts rose behind her.

The blue-cloak.

He burst from the alley but paused at sight of the first Gigansi climbing to his feet. Flir took her chance. She bent to the cobbles and ripped a grate free, tossing it at the Ecsoli before slipping down the rungs.

Hand over hand she went, skipping steps, half-falling, until the light above grew dark. Figures stood over the opening high above. Something whistled by her head. She pressed herself against the damp wall. Vibrations ran along her cheek and splashes followed.

The bastard was casting bricks down after her.

Flir kept climbing. Stone flashed by in dark shapes. One bounced from her shoulder and she growled. That would bruise. Another volley of rubble crashed down the opening, rattling against the sides. She braced herself as more stone hammered her arm when she protected her head.

Gods be damned!

If he decided to collapse the whole thing there was a chance she’d drown beneath the rubble.

Her feet splashed into ankle-deep water and she spun, hands outstretched. A wall of brick. She sidestepped and lost the brickwork. An opening? Flir ducked inside, stumbling as the thunder of a cave-in followed, dust and water chasing her.

She lay back against the wall in the inky dark, breathing hard. Her back stung and a tenderness ran along her forearms and shoulder, but she was alive.

“Got the better of you,” she muttered, glancing up before closing her eyes. Hopefully it wouldn’t cost those fleeing across the plain.

Now all she had to do was find a way out of the underground, locate Luik, get back to the Harper without being seen then break into the palace, rescue Seto and Holindo, Mayla and maybe even Pins too, then deal with the rest of the blue-cloaks.

Simple.
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Chapter 10.
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Sofia ghosted through the trees in Argeon, circling the campsite and the blazing halo of orange that climbed trunks and splashed across the loam.

No sign of more Sap-Born, nor the beast that mauled the man.

On the edge of awareness, warmth from the campfire bore through her robe and her father’s voice boomed in the night, urging the women and children toward the rafts. Confused questions rose and crying from some of the little ones too, but the camp was being broken efficiently under Helena’s supervision.

“Do you see anything?” Emilio asked her, his voice sounding distant.

She shook her head as her spirit passed through a thicket. “Nothing.” Her own voice was oddly disembodied too. “I think we’re safe.”

A ripple ran along the air and she hesitated. It didn’t reach her body; it was more a hint of something distant, something receding. Something that had been watching. A disturbance.

Gone.

Sofia blinked back to her body. “I thought I felt something but I can’t be sure. It was leaving.”

“Good,” Emilio said. “We will keep watch in case it returns. Would you help me with the fire?”

He doused part of the blaze with a pot of water and she kicked dirt across the rest. It didn’t die out fully, but there was no time for anything better. Then they headed for the rafts and she hopped onto Emilio’s. He took up the pole and pushed them into the current, still gentle, following her father and his charges.

In the distance, a faint grey glow on the horizon – dawn was in no hurry. Sofia knelt on the logs, facing the tree line, a bare darkened shape against the sky. Light from their fading campfire stood like a candle between the trunks.

“Why are we leaving?” a boy asked his mother.

“To be safe,” she said, stroking his hair.

Sofia removed her mask to smile at them. The air was cool against her skin and despite the relief it offered, she did not leave the mask off for long; the ache in her bones returned too swiftly.

By morning the river had quickened, widening as the crashing sea loomed in the distance, visible in glimpses through thinning trees. Despite the speed, their raft felt a little sluggish, slower than her father’s raft. But then, they did carry more escapees.

She let her fingertips skim across the chill water as ruins slid by.

Bluestone buildings peeked through undergrowth; gutted windows choked with vines and rooves long since crumbled. One tower stood half-free of greenery. Its top had crumbled to an uneven circle of stumps, but birds perched on every available surface – even squeezed into archer’s slots. They squawked a chorus of rasps and chirps, as ravens, small birds and even eagles crowded the stone. A fleet robin or swallow took to the air, spiralling into a nearby tree. The rest flapped and called as the rafts passed. Odd to see so many birds getting along.

“The Watchtower of the Southern Wood,” her father said from the other raft, which had drawn close. “Before the Ulag destroyed it, the south was said to house stunning architecture and wonders fuelled by the river – great wheels and platforms, a place like no other.”

“Did no-one survive?” she asked.

“Few,” he said, pausing to catch his breath. “They fled eventually to the plains or north into the Bloodwood and settled there.”

Emilio pointed. “Rough water ahead.”

White water churned in the distance, the jagged peaks of black rocks visible like dark teeth. Sofia stood. “Shouldn’t we land?”

“Quickly.” Her father poled his raft toward the opposite bank. Emilio followed, expression set.

“We’re going a little fast, aren’t we?” a woman asked.

“The current slows near the bank,” Emilio said.

It was true but there would still be a rough stop when the logs hit. “Hold on to the ropes,” Sofia told them. She took a hold of the edge of the raft and waited. Emilio directed the vessel toward the bank, keeping space between their raft and her father’s. Muscles in his shoulders strained against the river and sweat dampened his shirt. Her cheeks grew warm.

The raft hit the bank.

Sofia gave a cry as she lost her grip, floundering to right herself. Caught staring; served her right. It wasn’t the time to be gazing after Emilio, but sometimes, with all the danger...it was easy to forget how handsome he was, the play of his muscles.

She helped the women and children up onto the grassy banks and into the shade. Emilio took a moment to tie the rafts to whatever stone was available before joining them within the trees. Her father had taken the axe and was cutting his way through the undergrowth.

“This way,” he called.

The women filed after him and Sofia glanced back at Emilio, who gave her a wave. She joined the line, Helena helping Alcina along before her. Her father had found an old road. Its edges were grown over, moss and grass crawling into the centre of the path, dipping with the smooth grooves that must have once been made by wagons.

Even the trees grew in an arch above, stretching forth like a tunnel of branches.

“Will there be more ruins nearby?” Sofia asked.

“Yes. I’ve used this road on occasion. Once we pass the rapids, we’ll come to the remains of a village. It is not too large; perhaps the women may like to stay there. Helena?”

“It might be suitable.” 

“It’s close enough to the river for fishing. Shelter will not be too difficult to build.”

She nodded and one of the children clapped his hands together. “Are we having fish?”

“Not yet, little one,” he said.

The line continued through the tunnel of trees, eventually passing the roar of the rapids. White water flashed between the trunks. Sofia walked beside Alcina, glancing often at the trees screening the river. Did more eyes lurk beyond the green? Something was out there. The thread of danger from last night lingered. Whatever had killed the Sap-Born was still in the forest.

Would the river stop it? Could it swim?

“What is it, Lady?” Alcina asked. “I feel your restlessness.”

“Just watching,” she said. It wouldn’t do to worry the women and children by explaining what she watched for. Most of them didn’t know the exact reason for their hurried departure during the night and she didn’t plan to tell them.

“Last night?” She lowered her voice. “You sense something?”

“Perhaps. I’m just a little shaken after what we found.”

“Trust yourself and keep watching,” she said.

“Do you feel something too?”

She shrugged but said no more. Sofia fell back a little, drawing nearer to Emilio. He was just as watchful, one hand on his belt knife as his gaze roved across the trunks, the line of people and the back trail.

Sofia smiled at a boy clutching a bright blue feather as she passed.

“Lady, is all well?” Emilio asked.

She opened her mouth to reply but reached for his arm instead.

A figure had stumbled from the trees.

Emilio turned, drawing his knife as he did. The figure’s clothing was soaking wet and his movements strained, as if he fought a strong wind. A man...in Braonn clothing. And he only possessed one arm. The other was a stump.

“Is that...” Sofia spun. “Father!”

The dead man continued forward, close enough now that the slack lines of his face were clear. His eyes were wide and bloodshot and his footfalls were wet, squelching.

The Sap-Born. Dead...but walking.

“Halt,” Emilio commanded.

The man pushed himself onward, his movements becoming more fluid. He carried no weapon and made no sound but Sofia took a step back. Something oozed from him, a sense of wrongness.

Her father appeared, Argeon aglow.

“Stop, creature.” His voice filled the road.

The corpse kept on and her father lifted an arm. The crack of snapping bone followed and the dead man collapsed. His mouth was open in a soundless scream and he clawed at the loam, dragging his body forward with his remaining arm.

Cries rose from those children near the rear of the line. Her father stepped forward, Emilio’s axe held ready.

“Careful,” Sofia cried.

“Check on the women,” he said. Father stepped closer, hefting the axe above his head. It whistled down and severed the creature’s arm at the elbow. No blood flowed and the hand continued to grasp. Emilio snatched it up then hurled it through the trees and into the river.

Her father landed another mighty blow, this one thudding through the neck and into the dirt. He paused, sucking in a breath as he stared down at the twitching torso with its broken legs.

“I must chop it to pieces.” Women had crowded close together, shielding the children’s eyes. Danillo faced them. “Watch the forest, there may be more danger.”

He turned back to the body and hacked into a thigh. He swung again, a wet smacking sound following his blows. When he’d cut the legs free, he started on the torso.

Emilio lifted one of the legs and took it away, casting it into the trees. Sofia hesitated over the head. Would it still be alive too? The Sap-Born’s long hair glistened with water. Between the thuds from her father’s axe, a strange sound rose from the head. As if something was sliding against the leaves. Did it twitch? She bent closer, lifting it by the hair.

The head twirled.

Its face chewed leaves.

Sofia flinched. She dropped the head and it bounced away. One of the women gasped. Emilio had returned. He reached for the severed head where it lay in the grass. “Don’t worry, My Lady, I will –”

“No,” she said, her voice sharp. Emilio blinked. She softened her tone. “I’m sorry, I can do it.” She had to be strong, despite the revulsion that coursed through her.

He stepped back with a nod.

She crossed the path and took up thing’s head again, holding it at arm’s length, by the hair once more, as she strode to the river. Teeth gnashed as she walked. She stopped within sight of the group, slipping between the tree trunks to stand at the water’s edge.

The Sap-Born had been wet. As if he’d come from the water – was that why the raft had seemed sluggish? She shuddered.

Twisting her torso, Sofia cast the head into the river. It splashed into the flow and disappeared.
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Chapter 11.
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The path had risen to a screech, slicing into his skull.

Ain waved Wayrn after Schan; the warrior was already climbing down, hand over hand. “Quickly,” Ain urged them. Why was the path so aggressive, so strong now? Had Hekib’s quartz interfered with it?

Wayrn was next. The rope creaked with the weight of two but held. Something flashed deep in the darkness. Was Hekib safe? Ain backed to the edge and knelt, placing his hands against the floor.

And jerked his hands back.

The path hissed with fury, stinging his hands and arms. Darkling. Ain glanced back over his shoulder. Wayrn blocked any view of Schan; the man moved swiftly but he was no-where near the bottom. Trapped.

“No!” Ain slapped his hands back down. He ground his teeth as the darkling’s malice washed over him, but as before, his hands sunk into the path – not the sand this time, and not the stone beneath him, but the very path.

It coursed through his entire body, the pulse wracking him but he clenched his hands to fists and closed it with a gasp. The sense of the darkling faltered and then disappeared. Ain slumped, breathing hard as he unclenched his fists, each finger slow to unlock.

A darkling rushed back along the path.

“Sands take you.” He leant forward, pushing his bodyweight into his hands and straining his wrists as he struggled to close the path once more. The darkling resisted – as if a talon protruded through a door – but again Ain fought, twisting his wrists in a snapping motion.

The path slapped shut with a shudder. He glared at the shadowy maw of the tunnel a moment before taking hold of the rope and lowering himself down. Would the darkling be fooled, as the other? How long would the path remain closed? A soft rhythm remained, but nothing like the sharp pulsing of the darkling.

The rope creaked again and he climbed quickly, setting his feet against the rock face. The stone was paler beneath the rope, weather-worn. Ain glanced between his legs. Wayrn was some distance below and Schan was beyond him, waving and shouting.

“I’m tying another rope.”

Wayrn answered and Ain glanced up. Still no darkling. The fragments of the path that ran along the rope, the steady squeeze, had softened. Sands, let that thing be lost. How close now?

The rocky floor of the canyon was still some distance. His shoulders ached and his hands, already strained from closing the path, protested as he continued to climb. The rope rippled up from below and he slipped. His knee smacked against the rock face and he muttered a curse.

Wayrn had coiled his legs around the new rope and slid down with ease, where the rock face cut away from the dangling rope. The man was like water flowing down the cliff. Ain followed, sweat running down his nose. “Not too far now.”

He continued to step down, occasionally checking on the now distant opening, until his feet reached the point where there was no more cliff-face. The old rope ended in a heavy noose, around which dozens of slimmer lengths of rope were affixed – including the fresh rope Schan had tied.

Below, Schan helped Wayrn drop the final feet to the pale rock of the floor. Ain kicked until he linked a leg around the still-dangling rope and took a firm hold before resuming his climb. He passed dangling pieces of rope, which looked to have been cut. Yet no paths ended with them. When he reached the last few feet he slipped, then dropped to the stone, landing with a thump.

Dust rose around his boots and Schan slapped him on the back. “Well done, lad.” Even Wayrn was smiling. Ain grinned. High above, there was no hint of the darkling and still nothing on the path.

“It’s probably still up there,” he said as he surveyed the floor. Uneven columns of stone spread around a trail leading up to the end of the canyon. The endpoint was shrouded in shadow; the sun had yet to climb above the ridge and into the thin blue sky. “But we’ll be long gone by then,” he said.

Schan handed him the rope. “Put your weight on this when I say, will you?”

Ain took it. “Why?”

“I want to close the way.”

“But how? You can’t untie it.”

“Just wait for my signal.” He un-slung the bow and took an arrow, running to the nearest column of stone. He climbed to the top then set his balance.

“Ready?” he called. “Pull.”

Ain pulled down, hanging his weight until the rope went taut. And waited. “Is he going to shoot it?” he asked Wayrn.

“Here he goes.”

The twang of the bowstring followed. The arrowhead clinked against the wall above, then clattered to the stone nearby.

“Again,” Wayrn called.

Ain glanced over his shoulder. Schan was fitting another arrow to the string.

He turned back to the rock face, keeping the pressure on.

The bowstring snapped again. This time the rope gave and Ain fell flat on his face. A coil of rope tumbled onto his head and he sat up with a muttered curse.

Schan ran over. “Sorry lad.” He was grinning.

“Glad you’re amused.”

“Better to be safe.”

“Well, that was a good shot,” Ain said. “How did you know to try shooting it?”

“Down there.” Other fragments of rope, near to rotted away, along with fragile-looking arrows with rusted heads, lay scattered around the overhang. Schan collected his arrows, examining the heads with a frown.

“Looks like the Mazu take care no-one can find Haven,” Wayrn said. “From here, there’s no way to scale the wall, let alone reach the giant rope.”

Ain nodded. “Yet the darklings found a way. We should keep going.”

Schan led them along the stony trail, heading into the shade of taller columns. Many were broader than some of the homes at the Cloud, others barely the breadth of a man but these towered above the others. A sandy, pale stone, they were unmarked by carvings.

Walking rear of their small line, Ain kept an eye on the opening to the tunnel – now visible as a black hole high in the rock face. The path had strengthened, the passage of feet, many feet, still flowed beneath him. The pulse returned too, though it was duller now. He narrowed his eyes at the opening. Where was it? At least the path was well used; it had the history to suggest it led somewhere.

“The trail narrows ahead,” Schan announced. “Looks like it leads into a pass between the walls.”

Ain paused to drink from his flask. Even in winter, the sun was warm enough to do its work. At a sharper pulse in the path, he spun back on the tunnel.

And fumbled his flask.

“It’s found us,” he called.

“What?” Schan ran back.

Ain pointed to the opening. Smudges of white and darkness glowed before the opening. The shape seemed to move back and forth, as if unsure, but it could have been the reflection of light.

“What’s it doing?” Wayrn asked.

“I don’t think it knows how to –” Ain stopped as the darkling ceased its shimmering and leaped forth, falling through the air. It hurtled toward the ground, soundless, until it crashed down in a cloud of dust.

“Did it even survive the fall?” Ain asked.

“I don’t want to find out,” Schan replied. “Run.” He dragged Ain along. Wayrn was already charging up the trail.

Ain pumped his arms as he tore into the shadows, the pulse following. Growing in urgency. The darkling had survived the fall. Ain didn’t pause until he reached the cleft path between walls, which rose up like the banks of a vertical river.

The back trail remained empty, nothing roaring up between the columns of stone.

But that would not remain true for long.

He ran on, pack thumping against his back, weaving through the narrow pass with the pulse growing loud, more insistent. Ahead, light pierced the dark as white sliced down, revealing the Wasteland beyond – a stretch of stony earth and grey sands.

He skidded to a halt, bending to press his palms onto the hot stone.

Again the pulse, which had doubled, stung his arms but he wrenched at the path, and the shockwave of his action spread from his hands. Sands, everything was changing! How was any of it possible? Yet it was, and as his arms trembled, his heart skipped a beat. Just what was he doing? Was it dangerous?

A shock returned and he cried out, falling back.

But the pulses slowed. The darkling was hesitating. Ain slapped his hands onto the earth again and took a deep breath of arid air.

Hands pulled him back. “There’s no time for that.”

Schan led him down toward the grey sands and the bright glow of the Wards, distant enough that it would be a close race. He dragged his legs forward, slowly catching up to Wayrn.

“The Wards?” Ain asked. He fought down a twinge of fear – would the Wards offer salvation or death?

“We have no choice.”

Blazing pillars of white grew taller as they stumbled nearer, feet pounding across the hard ground. Ain risked a glance over his shoulder. The darkling had already burst from the ridge, streaming down the slope.

“Faster.”

The Wards burnt fierce as he neared. The pulse had risen to a feverish thumping, jabbing at his skull. Before him, Wayrn sprinted into the Wards and Schan followed without a pause. Ain tripped on a rock, rolling and cursing as the hard floor bit into his flesh but he found his feet and dived between the columns of light.

Silence enveloped him.

He hit the sandy earth with a thump that forced the breath from his lungs. Rolling, he struggled for air, reaching his knees with great difficulty, tears building. He dashed them away and the blur cleared. Unlike his first passage, the Wards were empty. No shades and their bright outlines, drifting and running and searching aimlessly, no giant creatures, just flat grey sand stretching in every direction. And no sign of Schan or Wayrn, no sign of the darkling either.

Just the dull silence.

Was he about to die? Why had the Wards changed? He trembled as he urged himself forward, feet sliding soundless through the sand. There was nothing to the inside of the Wards, nothing beyond the quiet and the grey sand.

He trudged on until the thump of his heart eased.

Even the pulse from the path had vanished; any path he might have followed was gone. “Schan?” He called but no-one answered.

Ain paused to turn in a half-circle and stopped. A light blinked ahead. He raced toward it, new strength in his limbs. Even the sand felt firmer underfoot.

When the light grew large enough to envelop him –

Ain stumbled from the Wards, raising his arm to shield his eyes from swirling sand. A wind had picked up – strong, but not yet a storm. A clear signal of what was to come, nonetheless. More winter sandstorms.

Behind him, only the glittering white of the Wards. No darkling, no pulse from its malice and still no sign of Wayrn or Schan either. He half-walked, half-slid down a gentle slope, turning south-east, toward the Cloud.

Something hissed into the sand. Ain spun.

An arrow lay by his feet.

Across the dunes, half-concealed by a screen of sand, a band of warriors bore down on him. Each man wore Medah colours but were also ringed by a pale blue glow, clear even at a distance. Spirits? Another arrow flew overhead, blown off course. The first arrow looked real enough.

Dozens. One of the men was drawing his bow again. Ain leaped back into the grey void. The wind died. He drew his knife and crouched. Would they burst through after him? He backed away.

Only his breathing sounded as time passed. How would he know if it was safe to leave the Ward?

But no spirit-warriors appeared. No-one appeared.

Ain frowned. He could wait longer, wander the endless grey of the Wards, head back to the Wasteland and the darkling, or check the desert again. He crept forward, heading for the sands. They would protect him. The Wards never ejected travellers at quite the same point, did they?

Swirling sand appeared around him, biting at his exposed skin.

No spirit-warriors, only wind and sand. As before, he’d exited at a different point – pale sand stretching before him. He climbed the nearest dune, crawling when he neared the crest, pausing to shield his eyes and squint over the edge.

Below, a large blue-glowing vulture hopped across the dune.

“Sands.”

Ain turned back to the Wards and paused. Two figures struggled on a distant crest, shapes indistinct through the fine mist of sand. He ran forward at a crouch. One had a faint glow, half-hidden against the light. The other was Schan. The man parried, curved blade slashing. Each time swords met, blue fire spurted into the air.

The other warrior wore naught but loose pants and a necklace of animal teeth. His blade was much shorter than Schan’s but the fighter moved quicker. Ain raised his own weapon, breath coming hard as he climbed to flank the spirit, who leaped aside to consider them.

Throwing back his head, the man howled over the wind, then charged.

A violent swirl cut between them and the spirit disappeared.

“Schan, what’s happening?” Ain shouted over the wind. “I saw a vulture out there and now warriors are attacking?”

Schan gestured to the space where the spirit-warrior had stood. “He was the last of three.”

“The spirits I saw in the Ward the first time were like this; it’s like they’ve escaped.”

“Maybe they have.” He shrugged. “Not our problem for now. Did you find our envoy? I haven’t seen the darkling yet.”

“Neither.”

“Hurry. If he dies, there’ll probably be war.”

Ain pushed into the desert, the path clearing before him as the wind died off. He did not sheathe his blade but they encountered no more stray spirits, walking down the line of the Ward. The sun drew wavy lines across the horizon, made thicker by the Wards.

Schan straightened. “I hear something.”

Snarling rose from beyond a dune. Ain kicked up the sand as he ran forward, Schan beside him.

Below, Wayrn stood between two scavenger dogs. A third stretched across the sand before his feet, knife protruding from its chest. Sweat poured down the Braonn’s face and he crouched as one of the dogs leaped forward, its mangy fur dark even in the bright sun.

Schan charged down the dune and Ain followed, but Wayrn was fast. He rose and spun, keeping his elbow high. A crack echoed across the dunes as the blow connected with the dog’s head. The other dog slunk away.

Ain came to a breathless halt. “How did you do that? Time it, I mean. How did you know when to strike out?”

Wayrn was breathing hard. “I trained as an acrobat.”

Which also explained his dexterity on the rope.

“That was impressive,” Schan said. He bent to retrieve the knife. He wiped it clean on the sand and then his leggings, handing it to Wayrn, who thanked him.

“Keep a watch for any more spirits,” Ain said, explaining what had happened. Wayrn nodded, eyes widening. “At least the darkling is trapped beyond the Wards.”

“How close is the Cloud?” he asked.

“Fourteen days,” Ain said. Fourteen days and he would see Silaj again.
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Chapter 12.
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Flir walked the underground in darkness, one hand trailing the stone wall, accompanied by the constant trickle of water. It might have been comforting but instead the sound was a niggling echo of the thing that attacked her after rescuing Notch all those weeks ago. The flash of panic as the strange gunk splashed across her head, numbing and paralysing face and limbs, until the sounds of the aqueduct had faded and her strength failed.

And so walking the underground became disconcerting.

And somehow boring.

Occasional light filtered down from the streets above, but there were no ladders, or at least, none that she could reach. Nothing really changed and only the tingle of her healing kept her company. In the slivers of light she would pause and search for markers, bearings, anything. All she found was a change in the stone, from the rougher work near the harbour to the more ordered bricks of the aqueducts. She still travelled under the Second Tier, but that was not much to go on. She needed to make sure Kanis hadn’t done anything stupid at the Harper. One thing at least, they shared beyond the curse, was a restlessness.

Like the time they’d tried to climb Blue Blade Peak, simply because they had never done so. And hadn’t that turned out wonderfully?

She slowed when her outstretched hand hit another wall, indicating a sharp turn. Beyond waited a patch of light, larger than any she’d seen so far. It cast a bright square on the wall and edge of the aqueduct, revealing the green tint of the stone. She quickened her pace but paused before entering it.

Resting at the very edge of the light was a hand. Grey and green muck coated both hand and sleeve where they blended with the stones.

The hand lay very still.

And it rested beside the rungs to a ladder.

Flir held her breath. No need to surprise them. Doubtless they’d have heard her approach. Who was it? One of the people hiding out from the Ecsoli? A thief? One of Wayrn’s kids?

Whoever it was didn’t seem willing to speak.

“Hello?”

Silence.

“Can you hear me?”

A man’s voice whispered in the dark. “Quiet, I’m listening.”

“To what?”

“Quiet.”

Flir waited. Much longer and she’d climb up to the street, talking-hand or no.

He sighed. “I’ve lost it now.” His regular speaking voice was deep – a rumbling, deeper than any voice she’d ever heard.

“Lost what? Are you hiding from the Ecsoli?”

The hand slipped from the light. “Don’t be ridiculous – they don’t care about me, and no-one knows this place like I do. Couldn’t find me if they tried.” Shuffling footsteps began to recede. “And to answer your first question, I lost a great treasure thanks to you. Do please go away now.”

Flir frowned, then shrugged. The Harper was waiting. She took the first rung and it wobbled beneath her grip. She tested a lower rung with her foot and it tore from the wall.

“Damn you.” It was a way out too, light fell through the grate above.

Flir crouched, then leaped up to catch the highest rung she could reach, only to have it pop free like the others. She hurled it into the water, breathing hard.

Wait. The strange man.

She hurried from the light, heading in the direction she’d last heard his voice, keeping close to the wall.

“Hey, are you still there?” she asked. “I need a way out.”

Nothing.

Flir hurried along, aiming for another shaft of light, this one seeming to spear deep into the water. But there was no trace of the strange man and worse – a dead end before her. She ran her hands across the entire wall and nothing. No opening, no hint of a door, nothing, nothing, nothing. She could probably break through, but there was no way to know where another tunnel lay.

She started back, taking careful steps this time, listening as she walked.

Water trickled on, steady, gentle.

Halfway back to the first patch of light she paused in the darkness, closing her eyes. Something had changed. Was it the air? No, the water. The trickle...there was an obstruction that it parted around.

“You’re in the water, aren’t you?” she said.

Another sigh.

She grinned. “If you help me I’ll stop following you.”

“Very well – but that’s not all it’ll cost.”

“Gold?”

He snorted. “None of that. I have a list. It’s long, but you’ll be able to deliver. After all, you’re The Pale Girl.”

“Is that who I am?”

“Of course. Saw you in the light.”

“So you’ve heard of me, even down here.”

“Everyone has.”

Flir wished she had time to savour his words; it was nice to be recognised for something other than her status as dilar. “So, what can I bring you?”

“I’d like new, sturdy nets and a whetstone to start. String, nails, flint and tinder. Wax. A few other things. You’ll see.”

“You’re a Scrapper?”

“Watcher,” he snapped. “I Watch for useful items, lost items, things people once loved. It’s not garbage, do you understand?”

“Sorry.” She said. “Do I call you Watcher?”

“Bodol.”

“Well, Bodol, you know the city’s occupied, so some of those items might be hard to get quickly.”

“I know. Just follow me.” He climbed from the water, leading her along the path and back into the light. When he passed through she saw only shaggy brown hair and a dusty brown coat with a high collar. From his belt hung dozens of pouches of varying sizes, a coiled length of rope and a dagger.

Before she could get even a hint of his face, it was back to the dark.

“How far?”

“Close enough.”

“Have the invaders tried to come to the underground?”

“Not often.” He chuckled. “Not enough bones down here.”

“What about creatures, from the Sea Beast?”

He stopped and she came to a halt, close to bumping into him. “All kinds. They’re trouble, the little green ones drain the rats and clog up the flows. Some swim, after a fashion and there’s even one whose skin matches whatever it stands before; I’ve seen it change in the light. It slinks around, eating the rodent corpses. There’s a bigger one too, he’s more like a man but he keeps to himself. He’s always hungry. I think he’d be better in the ocean, truthfully.”

“There is a man-like creature down here?”

“You mean, other than me?” A trace of bitterness in his voice.

“You don’t seem like a creature to me.”

He resumed walking. “I tried to speak to him once and he made sounds...but they weren’t quite words. It was sad.”

Perhaps not a threat then. “What about bones?”

“Do I find many? Sometimes, but I’m no Witch, can’t use them. Most go back to the water. There was one I kept though. Old, old. I found it up nearer to the palace. Years ago. It was really marvellous too. A sort of basket woven from criss-crossed bones, complete with silver bands. The silver was heavily tarnished, must admit, but it held together.”

Flir smiled in the dark. Maybe he was starved for conversation – Bodol couldn’t stop talking now that he’d gotten going.

His flow of words stopped abruptly, a discussion of the most common objects and why he thought it might be so, and he slapped the wall. “Here we are. A ladder to the inn you’re looking for.”

“This leads to the Harper?”

“King Seto doesn’t use it much anymore but yes, I believe it is still open.”

“Thank you, Bodol.” She tested a rung. Firm. “How do I find you again, to give you the supplies?”

“Just leave them here, I’ll be checking,” he said as he left.

Flir climbed, pausing regularly to reach up and feel around for a trap door. When her hand hit wood, she pushed and it creaked. Locked. Fine. She drove her hand up, shattering the door.

“Sorry, Seto.”

She climbed into darkness and waited until a thin line of light resolved out of the ink. A door. Beyond came the faint sound of voices. Flir ran her hand around the stonework, looking for a catch or lever. If the door opened to the basement there’d have to be something – there.

The hatch slid open, grinding as light stung her eyes.

“Flir?”

“Dilar.”

A shape that was probably Kanis stood before her. She rubbed her eyes. Beyond, Pevin had risen from a chair.

Kanis chucked. “You look...dusty.”

“There was a cave-in underground.”

Pevin moved around the table. “What happened, dilar? We were quite worried until I felt you drawing near.”

Good to know that particular unpleasantness wasn’t going away. “The Ecsoli are driving foreigners out of the city and using them for target practice. I took exception to it.” She explained her flight and the time underground, before taking Pevin’s seat. “What’s been happening here?”

“Nothing,” Kanis grumbled. “We sit and wait while you have all the fun.”

Pevin gave a small gasp. “Dilar, are you hurt?”

He’d noticed the blood on her clothing. She waved a hand. “Nearly healed.”

“So, what next?” Kanis asked.

“It’s time we broke into the palace and rescued Seto. If he still has a Greatmask, maybe he can find a way to drive the Ecsoli away.”

“One?” Kanis said. “If?”

“It’s a start,” Flir said, glaring at him. “Besides, getting him out of the palace will be trouble enough. Let’s set our sights there.”

“Some of the Ecsoli are already leaving, dilar,” Pevin said. “They’re sailing off, taking the bones with them, though enough have stayed behind that it makes little difference. Rumours persist that they wish to remain here.”

She nodded.

“We need to know why,” Kanis said.

“Seto first,” Flir said. She glanced to the stairs. “Alfeo and his mother?”

“Upstairs. We put them in a room,” Kanis said.

“Good.” She stretched her arms with linked hands, knuckles cracking. “Time to gather our resources. I want every fit man or woman in the Harper down here, which should include any of Seto’s old rats. We need to locate them too. We’re going to find a way into the palace and we’re not leaving this room until we figure it out.”
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Chapter 13.
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“Still angry, Notch?” A rising wind stirred Gelehn’s flaxen hair. His expression remained wary.

Notch shrugged. “Yes, but it doesn’t matter now, does it?”

“Well, I thought you could use some time to cool off.”

“So it seems.”

Gelehn unslung his pack and produced a bandage and a pot of yellow paste. “I see you had a run in with the Silverine – filthy things. Let me see your hand.”

Notch held it out. “Why couldn’t you just ask me, Gelehn?”

The Braonn spooned a little of the substance out with his finger, rubbing it over the dozens of bite marks. Cool and numbing. “Would you have come, willingly, Notch? Knowing your task, knowing your charge? I think you wouldn’t have.”

“We didn’t get the chance to find out.”

“No.” Gelehn replaced the pot and continued as he wound the white cloth around Notch’s wrist and hand. Then he did the same for the wound in Notch’s leg. “Well, let me thank you. And I regret that I didn’t have the chance to thank Sofia too. You both saved a lot of lives. If you see her again, will you send her my – our – gratitude?”

“I will.”

“Ready?”

Notch flexed his hand, testing the binding. It would hold. “Where are we going?”

“Back to the seal. I’ll change the Pairing and we’ll be on the edge of the forest in a blink.”

Notch followed Gelehn back up the stairs. The wind rose as he climbed and by the time he reached the top it was strong enough to stir dust. He shielded his eyes where they stood before the seal. A darkening sky hovered over the sea of trees. The afternoon was young yet, but it was no longer noon.

“Do we have to wait until noon?”

“No.” He bent by a line of topaz. “Where did you get that idea?”

“The children who led me here.”

Gelehn was muttering to himself, pressing on jewels in a sequence that, to Notch, appeared utterly random. “Children?”

“The Oyn-Dir seemed to know them.”

“Ah,” Gelehn said as he worked, as if not truly listening. Finally, he switched to the emeralds. The seal began to glow, still faint but when the wind died a moment, little clicks were audible after Gelehn’s adjustments. The hunter clapped his hands together and stood. “There. Now we wait a moment.”

The jewels began to re-arrange themselves and the wings of the butterfly were now patterned by a series of half-circles, colours inverted. The glow increased.

“Quickly.”

Notch followed him onto the seal and the light flared, brilliant, burying him where he stood. When he could see again, they stood within a small depression beneath the canopy of blood-tipped leaves.

“Through the trees lies Demarc.” Gelehn held out a pouch. “Take this, a gift from the Oyn-Dir.”

Notch accepted the pouch, tucking it into his belt. He hesitated, then shook his head. “Thank you, Gelehn.” He stepped from the seal.

“Farewell, Notch.” Gratitude filled his voice. “And thank you for bringing Nia back to us.”

Light flared and by the time it faded, Gelehn was gone. Even as the last glow disappeared, grass and moss crawled forward and the seal rumbled as it lowered itself. Within moments, it was buried, with only a smooth carpet of grass remaining.

“Too bad it didn’t take me back to Anaskar.”

Notch climbed the depression and followed the scent of woodsmoke to the edge of Demarc. The rear of the houses were built up against trees, their thatched rooves littered with leaves and scraps of bark. Voices drifted from the town, the busy chatter of merchants at work or children playing.

He crossed the dusty square and passed its well, heading for the squat inn.

Crowded tables with their mix of Anaskari and Braonn patrons waited within. He found a vacant stool and leant over it. “How much for a room and meal?” he asked the man behind the bar.

The innkeeper placed a glass in a shelf behind him. “Three silver for the night. Half a silver for the meal if you take it down here.”

“And in my room?”

“Full silver. And I’d prefer Anaskari coin.”

Cheaper than home, but not by much. Notch checked his purse, there was barely enough silver for the meal. Gelehn’s pouch however, glittered with gemstones. He blinked, then fished one out, handing over the topaz. “I trust that will cover it?”

“Indeed, sir.” The man’s eyes lit up.

“Good. It’s been some time since I’ve stayed in Demarc, is there still a bath here?”

“One in every room,” the man said, preening a little. “Had three new rooms built round back just to keep up with the visitors.”

Notch smiled, though more at the thought of a bath. “Nice times to be an innkeeper.”

“It’s certainly been worse.” The man handed over a key. “Middle on the left. One of the girls will be up with your meal later and someone will bring hot water.”

Notch thanked him and headed down a dim hall and tried his key. The lock clicked and he stepped inside, floorboards creaking. A closed window cast watery light onto a bed and a series of hooks. Across from the bed rested a brass tub on feet. It was narrow but he’d find a way to squeeze in.

He dumped his pack at the foot of the bed and hung his cloak on a hook before slumping onto the bed to work on his boots with a sigh. Nia he’d returned to her father, there was still hope she could be restored. Sofia, her father and Emilio were on their way to the city with their Greatmasks; exactly where he had to go next.

Before they arrived, Seto, Flir and Luik would need help with the invasion.

Notch lay back and stared at the ceiling of thatch. He’d just rest for a while first. Until they brought him the meal, at least. He closed his eyes.

Something knocked against wood.

He rolled onto his side, peering across at the fading light where it caught the surface of the bath. How long had he dozed?

More knocking and a girl’s voice called. “Are you awake in there?”

“Coming.” He stumbled but at least his leg was healing better now that Gelehn had applied his balm. Notch opened the door. A serving girl waited on the other side, holding a steaming tray of food. The rich scent of gravy washed over his face and he opened the door wider. “Thank you.”

She set the tray on the bed and paused, glancing at his hand. She was a pretty girl, with honey-coloured hair and a sprinkle of freckles across her nose. “You look like you’ve had a rough time lately.”

He chuckled. “It’s been an unpleasant few days.”

“How about I get some hot water up here?” she said as she stepped into the hall and returned with a lamp, from which she lit his own.

Notch already had a mouthful of roasted potatoes. “I’d appreciate that.”

She smiled, which lit up her face. “See you soon.”

Notch smiled back before digging into the beef. A hot meal, was there anything more comforting after a long journey? And the gravy had a hint of something crushed in it – rosemary? Maybe the cook was Anaskari.

By the time the serving girl returned with the first bucket of hot water, he’d finished every scrap and already set the tray on the bed. He’d been staring out the window to the cold forest with its restless leaves.

“Phi has more water,” she said.

“Can I help you...?” he asked.

“Olina. And don’t be silly.” She left and a shorter girl came in, her dark hair tied in a braid. She carried two steaming buckets and added both to the bath. The two girls soon had it filled and Phi left as Olina emptied her last pail. “There. All done. How about your hand? I can look it over if you like.”

“You’re kind but I’d hate to keep you from your work.”

She hesitated.

“Is something wrong?”

She flushed, unable to meet his eyes. “I wanted to ask you, sir. Are you heading for the city, by chance?”

“Why do you ask?”

“Well...I need to leave.” She glanced away. “And you look like you can take care of yourself, even with that hand. I want you to take me with you. I can’t pay you but I can cook and sew and even know a bit of herb lore.”

Notch straightened. “Are you in danger here?”

“No. It’s my family. I have to know if they’re all right.”

He took a breath, moving from the window. “Olina, I don’t know. I can’t guarantee my own safety, let alone yours.”

“Just think about it, please.” She wiped at her eyes. “I’ll have my things packed and ready and I can meet you at dawn on the road to Anaskar. You can decide then,” she said as she left.

Notch headed for the door with heavy steps, meaning to stop her, only, when he reached it he shook his head. Instead, he locked the door and return to the tub. He pulled his tunic free and then the undershirt. He didn’t really need anyone slowing him down. She was either desperate or trying to rob him – he’d caught the glint in the innkeeper’s eye. Either way, Notch didn’t want to know until morning.

Which meant he’d have time for a bath and a decent night’s rest at least.

He stretched back in the tub, legs hanging over one side, and soaked his muscles until the water started to cool. Once he’d dressed, he checked the door again and slid the tub against it, sloshing water as he grunted with the effort.

Beneath the window he arranged his dinner tray. If anyone broke in, the window smashing would wake him, or if they had enough sense not to shatter it, their fumbling with the tray. Finally, he stretched out on the bed with a groan. His leg moved more freely after the soak and a light throbbing in his hand soon receded as sleep came.

***
[image: image]


He left the inn before dawn and woke a merchant, where he traded for a new longsword and purchased a second knife, food and water and other supplies, along with a horse from an old man who grumbled the whole time, claiming to be weary of being woken at “ungodly hours by brigands with no sense” but whose mutterings stopped once he saw the jewel Notch offered.

The pouch from Gelehn was a small fortune but Notch saved enough for surprises, then walked his mount, a quiet grey, across the lightening street toward the road that lead to the plains.

A little way out of town, a light glowed beside a tree whose trunk dwarfed those nearby. Here the trees grew close around the road and a slender figure in a hood stood holding a lantern.

“Is that you? The man from the inn?” Olina’s voice.

“It is. And my name is Notch.”

She moved closer. “And have you decided to help?”

“I have,” he said. “Actually, I could use a hand with my saddlebags.”

Olina moved forward. The moment she came within reach he took her arm, dragged her close and set his knife against her throat. “Be still.”

“What are you doing?” she cried.

“Hush.” He drew blood with gentle pressure of the new blade. To the surrounding trees, he raised his voice. “Come out where I can see you and I won’t have to kill poor Olina here.”

Nothing.

“You can cry out again,” Notch said.

“Damn you,” she spat.

He cut her a second time and now she gave a shout. Shapes moved from the trees, three shadowy men. One was large, close to Luik’s size, but the other two were smaller and one was the height of a growing boy, if stocky in form.

“We’re in a spot now, aren’t we?” the smallest said. His tone was wary.

“Easy solution. Go away and I let her free some of the way down the road, how does that sound?”

Muttering.

Notch chuckled. “Too late, you’ve hesitated. She means something to you, I know that now. Just do as I say and she’ll be fine. Try and cross me and she’ll be dead.”

Olina shuddered.

“Fine. We’re going,” the smallest said. “But don’t you hurt her, or we’ll come after you.” He waved to the other two. The three men passed, giving Notch space as they headed for town.

“I’ll know if you follow me,” Notch told them. He started forward, ordering Olina to walk before him. “Stay in sight, girl.”

She walked with her head high, lamp swinging. It cast wavy shadows across the road and trees. Soon it’d be useless, as the grey sky continued to lighten. Notch said nothing as he led his horse along, stroking her neck, one eye on Olina.

By full light he stopped. “That’s enough. Off you go, little thief.” He mounted up.

She spun. “Careful of all that confidence, Notch. One day you might –”

“I’m not confident – I’m cynical,” he interrupted as he swung into the saddle.

He tapped his horse’s flanks and left Olina in the middle of the road. He didn’t look back. Instead, he kept watch on the trees around him. Whatever she’d hinted at might be ahead, it might have just been a parting shot from a frustrated thief.

And he couldn’t afford to be fooled now, Anaskar was six days distant yet.
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Chapter 14.


[image: image]


Vinezi crossed the paved walkway and ducked into chill shadow, glancing back at the enormous carvings that flanked the temple entrance. Two giant figures clothed in the robes of his order stood with arms outstretched. Where their palms met it created an arch under which worshippers would have once passed. Wind and water had worn down folds in the robes and ridges of the faces – even the eyeholes in the pale masks each statue held were rounded. And while the masks appeared to be bone, both were stone. Had either come from a Sea-God, he would have had more bone than he could carve; each mask was as tall as two men standing end on end.

Later, he would collapse them to seal the entrance but for now it was back to the wall.

Vinezi produced the new Keystone he’d carved and placed it against the Mascare symbol. The door ground open and he stepped within, reaching for the lamp before the door closed behind with a deep thud.

Like many of the other artefacts he’d found in the temple, the lamp remained temperamental. Finally, it bloomed a cool light at the touch of the charm. Truly, it was an item he could have used within the temple but the mountain pass was too treacherous to take in the dark.

He strode along the narrow passage, which eventually opened to a thin bridge of stone spanning a chasm. Perhaps two men wide, it would have been exceedingly difficult for an army to assault at speed, that much the builders had ensured.

On the far side, he strode to a cavity in the wall and placed the Keystone within – preventing the Stone Guardians from waking. That had been a nasty surprise – albeit one dealt with easily enough. Such guardians were common in the Land of the Sun. He simply had to remember to reactivate them on his way back.

Next, Vinezi took the leftmost of three passages, descending a flight of stairs. He paused to rest at the bottom, then resumed his march through shadows. This corridor ended at another featureless wall – yet his path fell to the floor now, where the mask symbol had once been buried in dust. He placed the Keystone against it.

The slab of stone clicked down, opening enough for him to slide it back into a concealed cavity, revealing silver rungs leading down. A clever, if needlessly so, complication in the path to the Temple – and yet, it was a lesser or even secret path that he walked.

After discovering the main passage through the crown of mountains that concealed the temple some months ago now – hadn’t it felt like years? – initial elation had died. Even Tarvilus, usually so calm, had sworn. The grand pass leading through the mountain, a wide hall that stretching on through shafts of light falling from windows cut high above, ended in a giant gate, locked and utterly immovable.

And so they had searched on until finding another way.

That other way being the same passage Vinezi now used to exit the mountain – squinting against the brightness of natural light. The wall slid shut at his back, and once his eyes adjusted, he started down the trail, moving through a deep green wood. He soon broke into a jog, only slowing to catch his breath when he reached a faded crossroad sign. His new body was responding well so far.

South led down toward Anaskar and the sea, but west lay the village. The fools called it Casa-Cielo but such homes were no closer to the sky than any other mountain village world-over. Even in Ecsoli, the land chosen by the Gods.

He turned toward the village.

Only the sound of his breathing accompanied him in the quiet wood – up until rain began to filter through the branches and leaves. He muttered as the water dampened everything, large drops falling down the back of his neck. He raised the hood – just regular cloth, not like a Mascare robe – and quickened his pace until he was forced to rest.

When he reached his destination, dusk was beginning to fall.

Casa-Cielo waited beyond the tree line, a village of stone and wood couched around a square. Its centre held an empty altar, upon which a relic to Celnos would have once rested, possibly a great stone hammer, if these people’s ancestors had carried their traditions with them across the sea.

Rain splattered across the stone rooves, running from the eaves to pool in overflowing barrels at the corners of most homes. No fires lit the windows, no smoke slipped from chimneys either, though with some of the outlying homes, it was hard to judge.

Vinezi adjusted his gauntlet and crept forward. He only needed one – if even a single man or woman remained, something he was beginning to doubt. Tarvilus and Julas had already raided the village several times at this point.

The first home was cold and empty when he glanced through the window.

“Quickly,” Vinezi muttered. Light was failing.

He tried the next house, boots splashing, yet still concealed from view of most others, and found the door open. Within, he found evidence of a hasty departure. Clothing scattered across a table and a fire stacked but not lit.

No sign of any weapons or tools either.

He crept into another home and still naught to suggest anyone remained in the entire village. Vinezi cursed. What had happened? Surely they hadn’t fled, each and every one, due to the disappearance of half a dozen?

Yet in each building, similar scenes of departure.

A figure lurked in one house – yet when Vinezi raised his gauntlet, he stopped. It was a suit of armour; breastplate, greaves and forearms on a skeletal stand, helm resting against the plate. The crest of a mountain peak was painted on the chest.

But no people.

“Where are you all?” he growled into the rain outside.

If necessary, animals were an option. Julas wouldn’t be pleased but he’d be alive. Vinezi stalked the square. None of the homes showed even a flicker of light. But shapes did lie upon the ground, dark mounds on the trail leading north from the village. Vinezi approached, gauntlet ready. None of the shadows moved. He slowed – bodies. Beneath the trees, in the last of the light it was difficult to be certain but they looked to have been torn apart. One leg rested a little ways apart from the body.

He forced a glow from his gauntlet, only a soft one, so as not to waste its power. That he had to save for Marinus.

A chest had been torn open, blood glistening black, face turned into the stony earth. Two more bodies were crumpled nearby – a woman and child. Both dead, her arm twisted beneath her and a deep gouge running down her back.

The boy had been near-to-severed in half.

It bore all the markings of an Os-Venor attack. He spun on the trees. Only darkness between the trunks. No movement. He strained his ears. The steady drip of rain from leaves. Blasted fiends, had they spread even across the sea? Not since leaving Ecsoli had he seen an Os-Venor. And it was clear now – if the creatures had truly awoken even on the new continent – that something powerful, something ancient, had indeed been stirred.

Something linked to the Sea-Gods.

Vinezi bent to the body of the woman. Lighter than the man and possessed of more bone, flesh and blood than the child, she was the logical choice. Nor would he be making two trips; Tarvilus would have to make do with one corpse and whatever else he had left over from the last time.

He grunted at her weight nonetheless, and headed back through the empty village of Casa-Cielo and into the wood once more. This time he would not pause until he had reached the wall of stone.

Even a single Os-Venor would prove troublesome with only one gauntlet.

He sneered.

How pitiful he had become, once again reduced to such desperation.

Yet that would change once he finally finished the novatura. Then a long vengeance would unfold – starting with Marinus. “Come, brother. I will be ready.”
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Chapter 15.
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Seto stood when Marinus barged into the room.

The royal fool blocked the lamplight and when a pair of silent Gigansi joined the prince, they cast large shadows across the no-more-than-functional furniture. At the very least, it was a break in the monotony of being held prisoner in his own palace.

“Which of my slaves was administering the day to day running of this palace?” Marinus asked.

“The man you cast from the wall.”

Marinus sighed behind his mask. “As I have chosen to remain here, I require a new Custodian of this keep. You must recommend someone competent.”

“Very well.”

“And what of hunting, of Bloodsports? How do you keep tally here?”

Seto frowned. An old custom, one which did not survive the Great Landing. “There are no ‘bloodsports’ here in Anaskar. We do not hunt men for frivolous boasting rights.”

Marinus laughed. “This is a backwards little place, isn’t it?”

“So it seems,” Seto said.

The prince began to pace. “Watch your tone, little king. You are useful but those you care about are not.”

“Did you expect me to enjoy this then?”

“I expect you to act it,” he said. “Now, what of neighbouring kingdoms. Our trade relations?”

The word ‘our’ was certainly rich, but Seto found a way to prevent a sneer. “Trade with Renovar across the sea was beneficial before the invasion. I have no idea what is afoot there.”

“And these forest dwellers you mentioned?”

“Traditionally it has been more strained but we exchange goods, yes.”

“Hmmm.” He moved to a window, tapping on the glass. “And to the west? What lies there.”

“The Medah. Old enemies.”

“Yes?”

Seto clenched his jaw. “My ancestors drove them out of the city during the Great Landing.”

Marinus burst into laughter. “By the Queen, isn’t that delightful? How it must chafe, now that the shoe is on the other foot, no?”

Seto said nothing.

“You fail to see the irony?” The man lowered himself into a chair.

“The relevance.”

Another laugh. “Well, tell me instead about your Forge.”

“The palace smithy?” An odd question. “We commission most work from the Second Tier, there is –”

“Not a blacksmith, fool. Your Forge! Where you create your Greatmasks. I surmise, from your lack of true-masks that it is dormant, but surely you know its location?”

Seto spread his hands. “Neither my father nor my grandfather ever mentioned a Forge.” Yet if he could discover where it lay, if he could break free with bone...

“The Forge of Bone? The Crucible? Gods, do you backward peasants know anything of your own lore?”

“How fortunate you have come to teach us,” Seto snapped.

Marinus flung a hand out and Seto doubled over with a cry. Something was tearing at one of his rib bones. He screamed when the pressure intensified. Surely it would snap? He curled into a ball, limbs trembling.

The pain receded enough that he could take a proper breath.

Marinus stood over him. “You have uses but you don’t need to be fully functional to speak. How attached are you to your legs? Or arms?”

“Fine,” he snarled.

“Address me as ‘My Lord’ or ‘Your Highness’, little king. It will remind you of your position.”

Seto gasped a few more breaths. “You were enquiring about the Forge, My Lord?”

“Indeed. I am interested in possible locations.”

Seto closed his eyes. Where could there be such a thing? “Beneath the palace – there is a vast underground pool I had never before seen with strange raised platforms. Perhaps near there, Your Highness?”

“The Harvesting Pool – very good, that is a fine place to begin.” Marinus waved to his Gigansi, the motion odd from upside down, or so it looked to Seto. “I will return with a search party. Be ready.”

The door closed with a click.

Seto clenched a fist as he rose to all fours, breathing hard. Each draw was a line of fire, but if he held his rib as he rose...there. He reached one knee, grasping with his free hand for a chair to help drag himself fully upright.

Next, he hobbled to a window and opened it a crack. Too small to escape through, it was enough to allow cool air a chance to chill the sweat at his temples.

“Chelona, I need you.”

Her presence swept in. Little Oseto.

“Can you not aid me in some way? Heal me? Do something?”

That is not –    

“Our deal is for naught if I cannot escape. If nothing changes, you will have only this worn body to inhabit, or worse, a corpse,” he shouted, then bit through his lip at the pain. Warm blood ran down his chin. “I am surrounded by great foes, can you not see?”

Silence.

Very well. Perhaps there is some truth to your outburst. A frown pressed in around him. However, you would be wise not to take such a tone with me in future.

“My Lady, thank you. My word as king.”

Your word is enough. I will lend you one of my...surprises, as I once called them. A little test first, as your Ecsoli friend will return soon.

“A test?”

Grow comfortable.

Seto moved to the bed where it sat jammed into the corner of his cell and stretched out, wincing as he did so, but the pain faded when Chelona brushed against his rib.

Try not to be surprised, as you do not wish to stand out.

Seto drew in a gasp. He stood in the hall outside his room, some distance from his guard – only the ceiling of his cell was visible too – as if one sat atop the other, each with a degree of transparency.

And now for you to take another step.

Guided by Chelona, he floated toward one of the Gigansi. Seto’s heart skipped a beat when he was driven into the man – as if his spirit had imbued and replaced that of the guard. And it had. The image of the ceiling was gone and now only the hall remained, a thin statue of Ana on a pedestal before him. Seto’s shoulders were wide and his hands huge, his skin was strong – he could actually feel its strength and worse, he felt a longing.

The man was being eaten by constant doubt and worry.

His children. A boy and a girl, both with sweet laughter. How they would squeal with delight when he tickled them, how their faces –

Careful, Oseto. Chelona broke the spell.

Had he been becoming the other man?

Not truly, but you can be swept up in your subject. Something you cannot afford, because while your vessel has no knowledge or memory of such possession, anyone finding your unresponsive body will be suspicious. Any Ecsoli will immediately know what you have done. And before you ask, anything more than this and the whole Ecsoli will know we are deceiving them.

He nodded.

The second guard asked if he was well. Seto answered the affirmative, speaking with a low rumble that did not at first seem to be words. The Gigansi language? Only that was wrong. Not Gigansi. Seto’s guard knew himself as Tonitora. And not all of the Tonitora had been blackmailed into servitude; his was not a race of slaves, but a free people living in an enormous mountain range of orange and red rock where –

Oseto. Chelona seemed to be shaking her head. Practise. Walk down the corridor and return. Explain to your partner that you will not stray. Your orders are not to leave the door.

Seto did as he was told, moving one leg then the other, gradually achieving a proper flow. Was he forcing the Tonitora on or was he pulling strings, like a marionette? By the time he’d got the hang of driving another person forward, acting as them without being them, a throbbing had started in his temples.

Good. That will be enough for now. You must rest before Marinus returns.

Seto moved back to the door and deposited the Tonitora off before...letting go.

He blinked where he lay on the bed. “Amazing.”

Indeed. She sounded amused.

“And this can be done to anyone?”

Anything with bones, Oseto. Rest now.

He closed his eyes and waited for the ache in his temple to fade, a small smile upon his lips.
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Chapter 16.
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Sofia helped her father and Emilio lift the last beam into place, dust filtering down from the wall. Noon had come but it brought little warmth, only a pause in the wind, but the first shelter was nearing completion. Helena and the rest of the women had crafted the roof supports, unbinding one of the rafts. Next would come thatching but for that, Sofia would be gone.

Her father found Helena, beam on her shoulder. “Are you sure you will stay? It may not be safe – less so after the attack.”

“We want to stay.”

“Truly?” Emilio asked. “That thing was persistent.”

A frown passed over her features but she shook her head. “True enough, but something tells me that it was more interested in your masks than in us.”

“Why do you feel that?” Sofia asked. It probably wasn’t much of a stretch.

“Nothing I can describe, but time will tell I suppose.”

Her father handed over a clinking pouch of coin. “I do not know if you will get the chance to trade, but this will help. May Tira and Areth favour you.”

The women offered their goodbyes before returning to work; the children shouting and waving after. Each time Sofia looked over her shoulder, they were there. She waved a final time and turned with the path. Emilio and Alcina walked together. A pair of yellow butterflies flitted around Alcina’s shoulders a moment, then darted back amongst the trees. Danillo strode beside Sofia, Argeon scanning the trees. The river rushed just out of sight and in the distance, a deeper roar, the waiting sea. “Will they be safe?” she asked.

“I hope so.”

“Do you think Helena is right about the thing? Or things?”

“It is hard to say; but I would not be surprised if she were right. There was something old to the feel of whatever magic forced that thing into action. Be vigilant.”

“I will.”

The old road soon turned toward the river and narrowed to a mere path. She walked the banks, tall reeds reaching up from the water’s edge. Their heads were topped with dark bulbs, swaying as a breeze cut through the scattered trees. When the trail opened up enough to see the ocean, the water stretched into a choppy grey expanse. The scent of salt water was nearly lost to the cold, but she lifted her mask a moment and drew it into her lungs anyway. Like home. “Where is the boat?” Sofia asked.

“Hidden in a cove; not too far.”

He led them down to the water’s edge and along a fisherman’s trail, shifting a pile of branches to give access to a narrow inlet. Within rested a boat, mast hidden in the trees, an oiled tarp stretched from stern to prow.

Her father bent to unwrap the tarp. He slid it open and checked the contents while Emilio helped Alcina into the sandy cove. “All is well,” he said.

“How long since you used this?” Sofia asked.

“Since before your brother left.”

Sofia didn’t answer. Was there an echo of Tantos, a flicker of his shape within Argeon? As if he’d leant in, for just a moment to hear? No. Just a restless imagination.

“Lend me a hand, Petal.”

He pushed the boat along the sandy ground, carving a wake of wet sand and shells alike. Sofia joined him, splashing into the foamy waves. The chill climbed her legs. Emilio and Alcina followed. The Captain lifted her into the boat and continued to assist with the pushing.

When the freezing water grew too deep, Sofia climbed aboard. Wrapped near the prow was a folded sail, two oars running along the bottom, by her feet. She unfolded the sailcloth and moved to the mast as her father hopped aboard, accepting the sail. Emilio took the oars and started the boat toward the breakers.

Sofia tried to picture maps from her father’s study, but couldn’t estimate the distance to Anaskar. “How long until we reach home?”

“A week or more. Sooner, if the weather is fair,” her father said. “I see no storms but we will keep close to the coast, it will be safer.”

“Can we work on Argeon while at sea?”

“If the sea is calm and if Emilio and Alcina will watch over us, I believe so.”

“Of course,” Emilio said as he worked the oar.

Alcina nodded. “I will listen for trouble on the wind.”

Her father soon had the sail up, snapping in the wind, and Emilio took a rest as the coast began to slide by.

The day wore on. Sofia helped Alcina fish with twine and remnants of dried worm taken from supplies her father had stowed on the boat. By night, the moon was a giant white ball hanging in the black sky, its reflection splattered across the waves. What had become of Notch and Nia? Were they safe – had they put a stop to Efran? And back home, would the city even be standing? Seto, Luik and Flir, were they safe too?

She sighed. Let Ana smile upon them.

“You should sleep, My Lady,” Emilio said quietly from where he sat by the tiller. Her father had stretched out in the aft and Alcina was curled nearby. Conditions were cramped and Sofia hadn’t been able to fall asleep.

“I know.”

“Is anything amiss?”

“Just thinking about Notch. And the city. I miss them both, the longer I am away. I miss having him with us; he protected me when Father couldn’t.”

“They will be well. I am certain.”

In the night it was hard to tell, but his expression appeared confident. “How can you be sure?”

“Faith in them. Captain Notch and Nia are skilful, resourceful. Strong. They will prevail.”

“And Anaskar?”

He hesitated. “I admit, that is testing my faith in even the hearts of my fellow Shield. The acor is a fearsome thing. Add to that new Greatmasks and we are in grave peril.”

“Father must have a plan.”

“I agree. You should try resting again, My Lady,” he said, his deep voice full of concern. “Take my cloak, if you wish.”

“Thank you, but you’ll be cold,” she said. “I’ll try again.”

Sofia lay back against her pack, pulling her robe over her body. When she closed her eyes, pictures of a burning city filled her vision and she tried but failed to banish them.
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Days passed with only the routine of rowing, fishing and occasional landfall to break the trip, where they cooked and took the opportunity to stretch out. Living in such crammed quarters made each stop precious and she happily collected wood for fires among the waving grey grass of the plains.

Rain was frequent, but the first time it cleared to reveal a spotless blue sky, her father put the oars aside. “Sofia, come and take my hand.”

They sat on the rower’s bench, masks facing.

“I’m going to ask Argeon to watch over you while you are not wearing Osani. It will be painful but not for long at first. Each time we try this, you will have to resist wearing Osani for longer periods.”

She removed the Greatmask. “I’m ready.”

His grip grew firmer. Sofia held her breath. Nothing was – no, something was changing. A presence crept across her, replacing the sense of Osani – which until now she’d not noticed. Osani was...younger? Whereas Argeon’s familiar age fell across her, yet as in the beginning, his attention remained divided.

But the changes were not over. Her toes and ankles started to throb, deep inside. Pain grew. It spread up her legs and into her hips and she growled, squeezing her father’s hands. Worse than when she had woken from a deep sleep in the past.

“A little longer, Petal.”

Through her chest, like a smouldering within her ribs, then shooting down her arms and up into her neck, which stiffened into immobility – only now the pain went further. Her bones were...twisting inside her limbs.

“Father!” She ground the word out before her jaw locked.

And then the pain was gone and she could move again, shuddering as she fell into him. Father’s heart thumped so hard against his chest she could feel it beneath her palm. He’d been afraid.

She swallowed.

Argeon had faded and Osani returned. She pulled herself back, breathing hard. “How can I stand that for any longer than moments?”

Emilio had stopped rowing and she gave him a weak smile. He continued, face troubled.

Father rubbed her hand. “You cannot yet. We must take small steps.”

“Small steps.” Whatever it took. Being dependant on wearing the mask, she was vulnerable. All it would take would be for someone to remove her mask and she’d be helpless and likely dead in under an hour, especially if her bones were going to keep twisting and fusing. “It came on so fast, this time.”

“Each time will be slower; I have asked Argeon to help you. We will try again tomorrow.”

“Not later today?” Despite the pain, she wanted it over and done with.

He shook his head. “You need to recover.”

“I don’t feel that bad.”

“Tonight you will be weary, I have seen the weaning before.”

She leant forward. “With Argeon? Who?”

“Your great uncle Medaco. Father helped wean him off Argeon. I was privy to it.”

“We shared masks?”

“There was a time, yes, when our family was large enough. A time when we shared common goals, that we took on co-guardianship of Argeon.”

“How long did it take to free him?”

“Weeks of incremental progress. I suspect Argeon and I will have to develop something more efficient for you, Petal.”

“We must be close to Anaskar too.”

“Indeed. And I must also find a way to break through to Osani before then.”

“Can I help?”

“Possibly. We will attempt something tonight.”

She replaced Osani and they sailed on, Father taking a turn on the oars. The sea remained calm and near nightfall Sofia caught herself nodding off. She blinked when her father directed them around a reef, jerking the tiller a little harder. They soon landed, Emilio and her father dragging the boat up the sand once she’d hopped out to help Alcina.

Sofia stood off to the side, pinching herself.

“We’ll have camp ready in no time and you can rest,” Emilio said.

She nodded. When her bedroll was laid out she bent down to crawl atop, closing her eyes with a shiver for the cold. Someone placed a cloak over her and she murmured her thanks before closing her eyes.

It was dawn when she woke to sound of the stirring camp. Her stomach grumbled when she stood. She wrapped up her sleeping gear before cramming down the last of her ration; sweet berries.

“Slow down, you’ll choke,” Alcina said.

“Huh?”

“I can hear you inhaling that from here,” she said. Beyond, Emilio and her father worked on the boat.

“Sorry. I’m hungry today.” There was a spring in her step too, a little more than before, especially seeing as it had not been apparent in the lead up to her trial on the boat. But when she removed Osani, an ache began to spread through her bones – not as swiftly, but she still replaced it at once.

No way was it going to beat her. Sofia moved to help load the boat.

They soon skimmed across the waves and near noon, her father bade Emilio rest at the oar. He sat at the tiller, watching the water as he spoke. “I have been thinking on our return to Anaskar and nothing truly satisfactory has come to mind. It will be dangerous, even with the cover of darkness. Still I cannot contact Metti or any other and so we will have no information there.”    

“The harbour will be watched,” Emilio said. “And the streets.”

Father drummed fingers on the gunwale. “And who knows how keen their sight will be, with Greatmasks to help? I will ask Argeon to cloak us, but I do not know if that alone will be enough. We must enter Anaskar via an old way.”

“From outside the walls?” Sofia asked.

“Yes. There are few ways into the city aside from the gates but there is one little-known path we can take. It will get us into the Lower Tier, but from there I cannot say how we will fare finding the next passage. Much will depend on the state of the city itself.”

“Worry about that when we’re in,” Alcina said.

“True enough,” he said.

“And within the city itself, what is our plan?” Emilio asked.

“We should find Flir and the others,” Sofia said.

“Flir?” her father asked. “Of the Glass War?”

“The same.” She was surprised she hadn’t mentioned it before, as she outlined her time with Flir and Seto. “If she can, Flir and Luik will help.”

“Two heroes no less? We could have used Captain Medoro too,” he mused. “And Seto now king?” He laughed. “I had never thought to see the day; the old Rat.”

“I hope they are all right,” she said.

Emilio pulled the oars in. “So we find Seto and the others then begin to organise resistance? What if we can’t find anyone?”

“The same. We will locate a safe place and begin gathering information, weaknesses about our enemy – primarily their masks.”

“You want to steal one?”

“Yes. One and more, for I fear we are out-matched on that front.”

“We need Osani,” Sofia said.

“We do,” he replied. “In fact, let that be our next task. I believe Argeon and I have come up with something that will help.”
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Chapter 17.
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Flir ran her finger down the list of items for Bodol. She checked off each one where she leant against the door in the dim light of the Harper’s basement. “I disagree,” she told Kanis without looking up.

“Doesn’t matter,” he replied from the table. “You know I’m right.”

The lamp flickered when Pevin stood, his grey robe swirling. He strode to a water-barrel and dunked his cup. “Forgive me, dilars. But I have been thinking upon this for some time now and I believe you are both wrong.”

Kanis snorted.

“Go on,” Flir said.

“I don’t believe infiltrating the palace is the best course of action. Even if you were able to spirit the king away, the Ecsoli will turn themselves to finding him and his mask. Their obsession with bone is clear – they will hardly let a Greatmask slip from their reach and that is additional attention we do not want.”

“I can’t just leave him there,” Flir said.

“Of course not. But we know he lives yet; the appearance yesterday revealed as much.”

Flir nodded. True. And the old rat had appeared well enough – save for the anger that lurked beneath his words. From atop the city walls, he’d urged the populace to cooperate with the Ecsoli, to continue working and trading. Little else of note had been said, before his guard returned him to the palace.

Word spread quickly via those the invaders had rounded up in order to witness Seto’s proclamation.

And to some extent the city had resumed its life, if a strained one. Murders of anyone with even the suggestion of non-Anaskari heritage continued, along with forced exile for others, and the Ecsoli continued to take at their will. Some Ecsoli had even attempted to revive the ‘hound-races’, only now the competitors were adults, the hounds were horses and all riders were being forced to watch the losing mounts, and sometimes each other, being slaughtered.

Grimcarts were rarely at rest.

But Ecsoli and Gigansi were also put to work cleaning up the harbour and had begun repairs on the wharves and the walls. Fishing had resumed – the Ecsoli were hard at work ‘cleansing’ the fish caught. Other blue-cloaks ordered their slaves to make repairs on bigger, opulent and practical buildings in the Second Tier, while yet more were sent into the surrounding farmlands to spread word of the new rule and to collect supplies, though, it appeared, rarely to pillage.

Yet it was worse, perhaps, that they sought to take and keep her home, rather than simply destroy it. And all her ideas to stop them had come to naught so far – latest of which was the failure to locate the other Rats. Ciano, one of Seto’s surviving men, hadn’t been able to locate any on his searches, coming to the conclusion that they were dead, fled or hidden so deep as to be as good as buried.

Something still had to be done.

Pevin returned to his seat. “Whether we enter the palace from below or from above, it will not solve the bigger problem.”

“Being?” Kanis asked.

“Bones.”

“Yes. Bones. They have all the bones. They can use the bones.” Pevin moved his cup a little way across the table. “We have none. The moment we do something that draws attention – whether climbing up from below via Bodol or breaking into the Tier wall again, we are finished. We are out-classed here.”

Kanis’ expression was dark. Flir imagined her own to be a mirror. Pevin was right. And she’d been loath to confront the fact. It was just...uncomfortable to be so...powerless. High odds she’d faced many times. Brushes with death, great pain and a slew of bitter disappointments but the Ecsoli were beyond anything she’d faced. Kanis too, would have hardly come across anything so apparently insurmountable.

“Only if we give up, Pevin, though I take your point. So, we have no bones. What do we have?”

“You and I,” Kanis said.

Pevin retrieved his cup. “The remnants of King Oseto’s network of thieves and underground elements.”

“Acor,” Kanis added.

“Where?” Flir asked as she took her seat.

“Bottom of the harbour. I can swim down and salvage it. The stuff was sealed watertight.”

“Do you think so?”

“Worth a try.”

Flir shrugged. “Why not? And there is at least one other weapon we ought to have. The Storm Singers. We left them and Alosus guarding the entry to the mountain.”

“But no word since,” Pevin noted.

Flir set her list aside and drummed her fingers on the tabletop. “We’re overpowered whichever way we cut it. We need bones – or to take their bones away.”

“So you know how to use a Greatmask?” Kanis asked, eyebrow raised.

“No, but I wonder if the suits are different?” Flir mused. “Vinezi had something similar to the Ecsoli. Not as sophisticated, but he could do much of what they can.”

“He was still Anaskari or Ecsoli and we are not,” Pevin said.

Flir muttered a curse. Of course. “Then we’re back to taking their bones away.”

Kanis shook his head. “They already have the sea beast’s bones and their own masks and suits. We’re not taking anything. They’ll snap us like rotten tree branches. I say we blow up the palace with them in it.”

“Not while Seto’s inside.”

“And if even but two or three are on the streets at that time, we’ll still be overpowered,” Pevin said.

“We need help,” Flir agreed.

Pevin chuckled. “A fair assessment. What then, is our best bet to find the Storm Singers?”

“Isn’t there another option?” Kanis said. “The first option?”

“And what would that be?” Flir stood again and began to pace.

“Vinezi. He made a suit before his countrymen arrived. Find him and we find our own bones, don’t we?”

“Assuming he was able to cheat death again,” Pevin said.

“He did it before, didn’t he?” Kanis asked. “And he’s been planning this for a long time, no doubt. One of his lackeys stayed on my ship but was quick to try to leave before the attack – no doubt on his way to help Vinezi. I wouldn’t bet on him staying dead. Flir?”

She shook her head. “I’m not taking that bet – but I just don’t know how he could return this time. I killed him myself.”

“Maybe he’s alive, maybe not. I’d be more than happy to force him to hand over whatever he has – or make him craft whatever we need for one of your Anaskari friends to use.”

Flir stopped. It wasn’t a terrible idea. And maybe their best lead. After all, it’d mean returning to the Tier wall, where Abrensi and Lavinia were last seen, which was a chance to search for the two of them at the same time. Vinezi might return somehow – or he might still be dead and his store of bone waiting unclaimed.

If he had a store of bone.

On the other hand, chasing Vinezi and his bone meant leaving Seto to the Ecsoli. “I have to think about it,” she said.

Kanis swung his feet from the table then stood, heading for the stairs. “I’m going to get something to drink while you do.”

She sighed. Typical.

“Dilar?”

“Yes, Pevin?”

“He might be right for all his faults.”

“It still leaves Seto in their hands.”

“So long as he is in possession of the Greatmask, he will be fine, I believe.”

“Why don’t they simply take it?”

Pevin shrugged. “Do not the Greatmasks have a bond with their wearer, making them useless to other houses?”

“True,” Flir said.

Pevin reached out to take her own cup, offering to refill it. When she shook her head, he continued. “Thus, I’m forced to surmise that even if they kill him, the Greatmask may be useless. It is well within their needs to seek another way to transfer ownership – something which is difficult enough that had they been able to do so easily, I feel they would have already achieved the task?”

“You’re only guessing all of this.”

“Educated guesses, I feel. But yes.”

She laughed. “Well, I think I agree with you. There is a chance he’s safer within their reach. For now.”

“Then our best hope is still to find Vinezi’s bones.”

“If he hasn’t used them all. Or lost them. Or had them taken by the Ecsoli.”

“But we have to know, one way or another.”

She sighed. “Which means we’re heading back into the mountain.”

“Tonight?”

“No. I want to prepare properly. And look for Luik near the Celno’s Temple this time. We’ll leave tomorrow night.”

Pevin’s expression saddened. “You still hope?”

“Of course,” she snapped.

“It has been many days, dilar.” He did not react to her tone.

Flir started toward the stairs. “Drop off Bodol’s things and find Ciano again will you? I want him to help you provision a force of six.”

“Six?”

“If I find no bone, I intend to return with Alosus and the Storm Singers – they’re just as important,” she called over her shoulder.

In the Harper’s common room, conversation was hushed. Patrons had half their attention on the door, half on their meals. Expecting the Ecsoli. Kanis was no-where to be seen. He’d probably grown bored and headed upstairs to take a nap. She nearly started up to check on Alfeo and his mother, but didn’t have the energy to summon any cheer for the boy, who was wracked with worry over Bel. Instead, she pulled her hood up before exiting, stepping into the afternoon sun and turning up the street.

There were still a few places she hadn’t visited. Homes or shopkeepers she’d not had a chance to ask. If Luik had one thing in his favour, it was his size. People would remember him. She clenched her jaw; there had to be a clue. The big fool was easy to spot.

Two figures cloaked in blue appeared at the end of the street – she turned down the nearest alley, picking up the pace, leaping over piles of refuse. In the next street over, she crossed again, heading down another littered alley before resuming her previous course, east toward the mountain and the ruins created by one of the more deadly acor strikes.

And the Mountain God’s Temple – which had been spared.

When she reached the square adjacent to the temple, one side no more than a gaping hole, a woman and child were speaking with a tailor before his door. His apron was lined with coloured thread and sets of needles, and he nodded when he handed over a small parcel wrapped in thin cloth.

“Thank you, Ten. Be safe,” the woman said before pulling her child away. They crossed the square and disappeared into a house with soot-stained walls.

“Excuse me.” Flir paused before the tailor.

He swallowed. “Yes?”

She pushed her hood back enough to reveal her face. “I was hoping you could help me – I’m looking for someone.”

His eyes widened. “Lady Flir.”

“None of that. It’s not wise to share my name.”

“No, of course. I’m sorry, Lady.” He wiped his hands on his apron.

“Relax if you would, Ten. Can you help me?”

“I will try. Are you planning something?” A glimmer of hope shone in his weary eyes. The poor fool believed in her. She pushed down a jab of doubt.

“I am.” No point squashing whatever confidence he had in her. “But first, I need to find my friend, Luik. Do you know him?”

“The Trunk, My Lady? Of course. He’s a hero.”

“Have you seen him recently? Or during the attack, perhaps?”

“No, neither, My Lady.” Ten’s face showed regret. “I wish I had.”

Damn. “Thank you.”

She moved on, trying other houses in the square but few answered her knocking and none had seen Luik. Fewer still recalled much about the night of the attack. Many had cowered in basements.

And she could hardly blame them.

Flir headed to the hole in the street, which had devoured an entire home, and slid down into the bottom. A slush comprised of ash and dirt lay between pieces of rubble. She poked at the gunk with the toe of her boot. Shallow. No bodies, no bones.

Had he been standing in the exact spot, he’d have been disintegrated just like the buildings.

But that hadn’t happened.

She climbed out and paused. Was it worth checking the temple? Flir approached the disused holy building. A carving of the great hammer of Celno hung over the double doors, which stood ajar.

Inside, light fell onto the mess of shattered stone heaped in the centre of the room, burying the mosaic. The rubble was gathered around a hole in the floor – both the hole in the roof and the floor were the work of Vinezi. Hints of robes and armour were still visible in the rubble. The scent of decaying bodies filled the room, hanging between the triangular columns like an unwelcome ghost.

Had Luik sought shelter here?

Her footfalls echoed in the hush. She paused at the edge of the piles of stone, blinking.

One of the bodies had been arranged – a cloak lain over the face, arms folded across the chest – only one of the hands were missing. It had been shorn, as if cut free by a blade. Just like Vinezi. Why? Flir growled. There was something they’d missed. Was Vinezi truly finished? He’d been so confident before she killed him.

And this man was not he. His body was more slender.

“Flir?”

She spun, a hand going for her sword.

Kanis stood in the doorway, stepping into the light. “What are you doing here?”

“You didn’t have to follow me – I’ve taken care of myself for a long time now.” She turned back to the body. “And I’m looking for something, before you ask again.”

His footsteps closed. “This man?”

“No. But now that I’ve found him I need to speak to...” She stopped. Seto was who she needed to speak with. “To everyone. Something is still wrong here in the city.”

“You mean aside from the Ecsoli?”

“Yes. I mean with Vinezi. He’s set something in motion; I just don’t know what.”

“And this man is a clue?”

“I think so.”

A grinding crossed the room. The doors slid open and two Ecsoli entered, eyes black hollows in the dim entryway. One raised a hand, issuing a command in old Anaskari.

Flir met Kanis’ eyes.

“I wonder what he said?” Kanis asked, drawing a dagger then hurling it at the first Ecsoli.
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Chapter 18.
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Already a day had passed in the pale expanse of the desert.

No storms yet but always the wind, tugging at the blue of Ain’s cloak as if jealous, and oh so mean-spirited as it forced sand down the back of his neck and into his eyes. But it was nothing unusual, truly. It shouldn’t have mattered.

Not the way it had him thumping his boots and grinding his teeth, glancing to the sky.

No, it was impatience. Pure and simple.

If the Sands would allow him passage he could finally see Silaj again. He had done everything the Seeker needed to do. More, he brought with him wonderful tidings; there was no need to leave the Sands. Life was not better in Anaskar. He knew the truth now. Hopefully, it would be enough, although the Cloud would not like the news.

Even the Wasteland was better, in many ways, than Sekkati. The Waste was open and warm, simple. Not like the city. All its secrets and disappointments, the chill stone and cruel shadows. All he had to do was convince his people of the fact.

And keep them away from the darklings.

He sighed. Sands willing, he’d be granted a miracle.

“What troubles you, lad?” Schan said. “You’re not thinking about her again, are you? You’ve been looking to the sky often.”

The skin on Schan’s face was wind-burnt from the sandstorm they’d been forced to endure. No doubt Ain’s own skin was the same. Wayrn especially, looked miserable. The pale skin of his face was raw where it peeked between the folds of a makeshift kerchief.

Ain shook his head. He’d forgotten the Bird of the Sun. The Mazu and the darklings had taken care of that. Had Rajem, Predi and their people survived? Were Tanija and Ashia safe? For the bird, there had been an ache in his heart but she was gone now. And he had a future. How much easier to believe it now. How distant the warmth of her feathers was now, all but a memory. Still, if she came back, he would accept her. Without a moment’s hesitation.

“No, I am thinking about the Cloud. What will happen when we return?”

“I don’t know, but as for your last question; the Cloud will understand, lad.”

“Will they? I can’t help doubting it.”

“Won’t be easy, but in time I think they will.”

“Maybe no-one will. Especially when I tell them that we shouldn’t even want to return to Sekkati. That it is a fool’s dream.”

He frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Exactly what I said. Our home is the desert – even with darklings, sandstorms and bickering, the Sands are our home. There is nothing for the Medah in Anaskar.”

Schan did not reply at once. He stared across the dunes. Finally he grunted. “Sands, I don’t know. I don’t truly want to leave either. But I cannot believe the Medah are ready to give up the dream of vengeance. I don’t know if I can either, lad.”

“But that leaves only death.”

“I know.”

“I have more than that waiting for me at the Cloud.”

“Been trying to tell you that ever since you found the egg.” He grinned, clapping Ain on the shoulder. “Let’s go and see your lovely girl then. She must be missing you.”

“Wait.” He glanced at Wayrn, who walked ahead. Ain lowered his voice, though the breeze would have made it impossible for the man to hear. “Before, you didn’t seem to want war, if Wayrn was killed. And you didn’t try to kill the king when he freed us. What will you tell the Elders?”

Schan rubbed his cheek. “No, I didn’t.”

“Why not?”

“It’s as you said. They probably would have killed you right after.”

Ain reached out to take Schan’s shoulders. “Thank you.”

He smiled. “None of that.”

“And so what of Wayrn? Do we trust him?”

“That I cannot say.” Schan hesitated. “He has proven a sturdy companion. Yet I still cannot trust his king.”

“Then we let the Elders decide?”

“Yes. Nothing has changed – they will decide his fate.”

They resumed their journey, posting watch of a night – building the fire high from strange lumps of soft-rock given them by Nydepa, until halfway across the desert they found the great bones where they thrust from the sand like tall, dark, empty trees. Or giant fangs – only this time he knew what they were.

Ribs. The skeleton of a great Sea-Beast. The carven names remained at the base of the larger bones, the markings Ibranu had found denoting his father and the man’s Pathfinder.

“Another Sea Beast,” Ain said. “How long must it have lain here?”

“Since whatever sea it called home dried up,” Schan said. “Generations. My grandfather knew of it, even down in Snake dunes.”

“Centuries indeed.” Wayrn examined it, trailing a hand across the surface of a rib. He rapped on it with his knuckles then bent to sweep at the sand, revealing huge, dark vertebrae. He looked over his shoulder. “All this power and no-one has claimed it.” Wayrn shook his head.

Schan grunted. “Don’t think we’ll be just giving it to your king.”

Wayrn raised his eyebrows. “Do the Medah know how to make Greatmasks?”

“Of course not.”

“I will have to report this to my king. He will offer much for it, I believe.”

“He won’t simply try and take it?”

Wayrn stood, sand trickling from his knees and hands. “No. He will offer and bargain but he will not steal. If the cost of peace is that these bones stay here, I believe he will pay it.”

“We shall see.”

“Yes.”

Ain stepped between them. “This is a problem for the Elders. Not us. We should keep moving.”

They resumed their journey once more, trudging along the dunes until night fell, bringing with it a deep chill. Ain shared watch with Schan, declining Wayrn’s offer to help, as they had on other nights. Besides which, if the darklings followed, only Ain would feel them on the paths. The man simply shrugged and sought his bedroll. On Ain’s turn he paced their tents – another gift from the Mazu – huddled in his cloak, until it was time to sleep. Still no spirits or darklings. Dawn scratched against the tent when Schan woke him.

“Something is amiss.”

“What?” He fumbled for his flask as he rubbed at his eyes.

“Come and see.”

Ain drank and left the tent, shielding his eyes against the sun. Shadows poured over the dune; scores of riders on camels, horses, men on foot in the tan and browns of the Cloud and women too, children clinging to their parents. They wore heavy-looking packs and some animals pulled sand-sleds. All bore saddlebags and water-barrels. Dust rose behind those in the fore, wind playing with it, swirling around their heads.

Ain gaped.

Had the whole Cloud come? Why had they left?

Ain started forward. Where was Raila? Jedda? And Silaj, she had to be in the crowd, her beautiful dark hair...

A small figure broke from the line.

Little Wim. His tottering run didn’t cover much in the way of ground but Ain met and caught him, spinning him around and grinning. “I missed you, Wim.”

“Ain, Ain, did you crush the devils?”

He blinked. “No, Wim. We didn’t.”

One of the camels clomped to a halt. Raila’s silver arm bands flashed in the sun. She wore a broad smile that nonetheless faltered, but dismounted and took Ain’s hands, her own hard and careworn. “Welcome back, Seeker.” She waved Schan closer.

Wayrn stood off to the side, gaze interested as he surveyed the people of the Oasis.

Ain squeezed her hands. “Elder, what has happened?”

“Darkness spreads from the centre of the desert, Ain. We are fleeing for safety or death,” she said, resting a hand on her blade, which he hadn’t noticed before. She’d so rarely worn a weapon since becoming an Elder. “But we have cause to celebrate and mourn, for you have returned whole and safe,” Raila said. “After centuries, we have a victor.”

She spun to the people and shouted the announcement, joy ringing in her voice.

Ain shared a look with Schan, whose expression darkened.

People nearby cheered, until someone noticed Wayrn and a voice cried out. The crowd hushed, travellers coming to a slow halt, word racing down the lines. Ain ignored the riot occurring in his stomach. Sands, it had started already. The confusion. Next would come disappointment and shunning.

“And who is this, Ain?” Raila asked.

“Elder, can we speak in private a moment?” He lowered his voice. “We have dark news of our own. And why have we left the Cloud? Is Silaj here?”

Her smile faded. “Yes, of course, Ain. Silaj is nearer the rear of the line, she will reach us soon enough. Come and we will organise refreshments. You must be weary, heroes?” She glanced at Wayrn. “And bring your friend. He looks uncomfortable.”

Elder Raila began shouting orders and soon enough a large tent had been erected on the sand and the people of the Cloud come to a halt, more and more descending the dune to stop for food and water.

Raila brought Ain inside, holding open the tan-coloured tent flap for Schan and Wayrn. Within, a few rugs covered the floor but little else had been unpacked save for stools and water barrels. She handed out cups herself, pausing at the water barrel to fill her own. Her shoulders dipped and she didn’t turn. “I see Ibranu is not with you?”

“The Wards, Elder. They took him and even now, have grown savage.” Ain explained their return trip.

“That is troubling. Yet more trouble that bears a close watch.” Her face was grave. “And I grieve to hear of Ibranu. But he served his people, of that fact he would be pleased.”

“Yet more trouble?”

“Tell me first of your journey, what happened in Sekkati? You have a Braonn friend. Or is he from Renovar perhaps?”

Wayrn said nothing.

Elder Raila continued. “By your faces, I do not expect good news beyond your safe return.”

“We found Sekkati and the Sea Shrine. We called the Sea.”

Her frown became one of confusion. “Then you succeeded? If so, what troubles you?”

“We called the sea and a great beast from the harbour crashed through the walls of the city. It seemed that all was well, but the Anaskari were simply too strong. One of their Greatmasks foiled us. We were released only recently and have faced more peril since,” he said, lowering his head at her expression of shock.

“The Sea Shrine accomplished nothing?”

“No. The wall is being rebuilt. The army is intact – though they are facing invasion from the sea.”

“And they have no Greatmasks at present,” Schan added.

Raila had already stood to pace. “Then how did you return? And what of this invasion? Tell me, why were you spared?”

“The king let us free to deliver a message of peace. That is why he spared us. I have the letter in my saddlebags and he sent Wayrn here as an envoy.”

Wayrn sat on his heels. “Elder. King Oseto sends his greetings in the hope of opening communication between our two peoples.”

Raila considered him a moment. “Our peoples, Wayrn?”

“I have long lived among the Anaskari, Elder.”

“I appreciate your taking this journey, Wayrn but I must ask you to wait beyond. Seek one called Jedda, he will take you to a suitable accommodation.”

He rose. “Of course, Elder.”

Raila waited for the tent flap to close before resuming her pacing. “I regret that the Welcoming ceremony will have to wait.”

“I understand,” Ain said.

“For more reasons than you know.” She folded her arms and another shiver ran through his limbs. Again, the hint of more darkness. “Is this King Oseto sincere?” the Elder asked.

Ain sighed. “I believe so. Schan?”

“It’s possible.”

“And his envoy? Wayrn? He is to spy on us too?”

Schan nodded. “Doubtless. But he has come alone and offered no guile on the long journey thus far.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Maybe the king is truly interested in peace, to place one of his subjects in our hands? Or it is a clever feint.” She placed her own cup aside now. “Tell me of this invasion?”

“Renovar attacks with a magical powder that can blow holes in stone walls.”

“It is truly fearsome,” Schan added.

Raila’s expression brightened. “How close are they?”

“They are but days away, if the city is not under attack already,” Schan said. “Or even defeated, by now.”

“I see.” She returned to her seat. “You have given me much to think on.”

“There is more,” he said.

“Truly?”

“It’s possible that the very bones Greatmasks are made from lie in our desert. The bones of a long dead beast, east of the Cloud – midway across the desert.”

“I know of them.” Her face showed surprise, but a hunger too, as if a new light had been offered. What had happened in the Cloud? “While I think on all of this, Ain, I grant you leave to visit Silaj. Schan, return to me within an hour. I know you must wish to see your home, but I wish for you to delay that trip somewhat. In fact, it may not be possible and I believe I have a task for you.”

“Of course, Elder,” he said. “There is more trouble to our tale however, and I would ask what might stop me reaching Snake Lands?”

Ain glanced at his friend. That Schan would want to leave...he hadn’t considered it. Of course he would want to see his own home. Maybe Schan could be convinced to stay? Ain would try later, first he had to know of what darkness had driven people from the Cloud. Was it darklings? Or something else? Something worse?

And he had to find Silaj, finally!

After so long. He would see her again and she would smile.

Raila closed her eyes a moment. “Something has left the dark below the Sands and set upon us. It began with the death of but one. At first we thought it a Sand Giant or wild animals the next day there were two more...horrible deaths, strong warriors. And then sentries – all of them, the following night.”

Ain’s stomach sank.

“And then at dawn we saw that which we could not harm, not with bow or blade, creatures of bone and fury, shade and blood, with glowing eyes.” She squeezed the wooden cup. “And so we fled and we flee still, perhaps for the Wards or the Wasteland and beyond.”

Schan muttered a curse. “Darklings.”
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Chapter 19.
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Beneath a thin sun Notch tugged on the reins, slowing his horse as he joined the flow of traffic heading toward the city. In the near distance, the shell of the Harbour Gate stood within a crumbled wall. Faint trails of smoke rose from beyond the Lower Wall and stone lay scattered across the plain and whole sections of the great pier too, where it ran along the wall to the smaller Plains Gate, or the Merchant’s Backdoor, as some called it.

But now figures in blue cloaks stood in groups before the gate and barred access to the water and the wharves.

Medah Pathfinders? He squinted. No, they had a different look. And not Renovar either – had the city survived the invasion then? Was this the threat the Oyn-Dir mentioned? From what he could glimpse of the bay the wreckage of ships made up a good deal of the floating debris and whole sections of the Tiers appeared crumbling and blackened.

Yet the palace was intact.

None of the people he’d passed, most fleeing on foot, faces-streaked with dust and tears, would answer his questions or accept his help. The vast majority were Braonn though more than a few were Renovar too. One man mentioned something about Mascare killing everyone, but that didn’t make sense.

Notch turned to a caravan guard who rode nearby. The man’s helm bore a dent but he appeared well enough. The head of the train was some way along the muddy road.

“What’s happening here?” Notch asked. “Who guards the gate?”

The man raised a scruffy eyebrow. “You’ve been away a while, haven’t you?”

“I have.”

He waited, as if for Notch to elaborate, then shrugged when he didn’t. “The Renovar were all set to invade but then these strange folk swept in and started killing everyone. They’ve taken over the city.”

“What of the king?” he asked. “And who are they? The men in blue cloaks?”

“Them blue-cloaks calls themselves the Ecsoli.”

Soli, the old word for ‘Sun’. “Go on.”

“Claim to be from across the sea and the like. Our ancestors, supposedly. At least their talk is old-sounding.”

Notch drew a breath. Ancestors? “And King Oseto?”

“Prisoner. Like the rest of the city, I guess.” He rubbed his chin. “Although, that’s not quite true. They let some of us come and go – if it’s for food or other supplies. Merchants mostly.”

“There is no resistance?”

He laughed. “You have been away. No-one’s going to stand up to them, friend.”

“Why not?”

“They all have Greatmasks. Each and every man. And suits of bone just like Greatmasks. I saw one of them snap a Braonn man in half without laying a finger on him.”

Notch dropped his reins. All with Greatmasks? It was just as the Oyn-Dir said, bones everywhere. How could it be so? Did the Gods hate Anaskar? For there was nothing they could do against such a force – even were Sofia and Danillo to return...

“You see what I mean?” the guard said.

“I fear I do.” Notch retrieved his reins. “You say these Ecsoli allow people in and out of the city?”

“They do. Usually with one of these.” He fished a bone token from inside his purse. It was a small disc, carved smooth.

“And how can I get one?”

“You’ll have to demonstrate some use to them. Otherwise they’ll turn you away. Or if they let you in, it won’t be with your weapons. Not that it’d make much difference.”

Notch squinted at the still-distant figures. Maybe heading in through the gate wasn’t the right way. There was the harbour if he wanted to swim, but they’d be watching it surely. Mountain Gate – but that’d put him days from entry. And even then, no guarantee.

He could wait for nightfall and attempt to scale the outer wall – a tall order.

Gods.

Finding new weapons and gold wouldn’t be impossible but still, it was a shame to waste them.

Yet he was no good to Seto, Flir and Luik, stuck outside.

There was really only one choice open to him – get inside quickly, without drawing attention and head for the Queen’s Harper. If it still stood. He looked back to the rear guard. “Thanks for the information...?”

“Mitola.”

“Thank you, Mitola. I’m Notch.” He produced a glittering gem from an inner pocket. “Care to make some easy money?”

Mitola’s eyes lit up. “What do you have in mind?”

“The gem is yours if you can smuggle my weapons and possessions into the city, and drop them off at The Queen’s Harper. If it stands.”

“It does.”

Some luck at last. “Then we have a deal?”

“We do, friend.” Mitola waved his arms. “Let’s be quick then. Don’t want to draw their attention.”

Notch unhooked his sword belt and handed it over, adding a long knife and short bow he’d strapped to his saddlebags. “Will they let me keep the belt-knife?” It had a short blade, and while it was still a weapon, it was nothing to take on a sword or axe with.

Nor a Greatmask.

“Hard to say. Leave it on. You look like someone who’d be armed.”

“Right.”

“Remember, don’t give them an excuse to get curious and agree to whatever they say.”

Notch nodded and tapped his horse’s flanks, weaving between the flow of farmers and merchants, each with a variety of wagons and carts. Some men who rode beside the carts bore the look of Shield, proud posture and roving gaze, but he couldn’t be sure just because the men were diligent.

He bypassed a broken-down cart, clomping over yellowed grass beside the road, and came to the slower-moving part of the queue near the gates. The fellow before him grumbled to his companion from his mule, about the ‘same old bloody run-around’ but he looked to the mud when one of the masks turned his way.

Notch kept his gaze on the queue, but the Ecsoli were the ones he watched.

Four men stood in the shadow of the open gate. Two waited at the head of twin queues, glancing at tokens or searching people with cursory movements. The two behind were watching the crowd, the eye-holes of their masks dark. Each wore a series of bracers and gauntlets of bone, along with breastplates that caught the wintery sun.

All moved with a confidence assured from supreme power.

And why not, there was no-one in the entire city who could challenge them – was there? Maybe Seto’s cunning, maybe Flir’s strength. But against a whole army of them?

The two men before him were waved through with barely a pause, but the Ecsoli before him held up a hand. His mask had the look of old bone and it exuded power, awareness. Even the breastplate, marked with a charging boar, echoed the same forcefulness. “Stop.” His speech gave the word an old sound, precise, as if he’d wanted to speak every letter.

Notch obeyed.

The Ecsoli tilted his head back, a tiny movement only, then gestured for Notch to dismount. He did so, then waited. Again, the man – he assumed the figure was a man – tilted his mask back, as if receiving instruction, then moved to search Notch’s saddlebags. Finding nothing amongst the remaining supplies or within the rolled blanket, the Ecsoli turned back to Notch.

“Leave the horse. Take your belongings.”

Notch opened his mouth then closed it. The man’s posture had shifted, a slight tensing of the body, as if poised to strike. “Thank you.” Notch collected his saddlebags, slung them over his shoulder and headed into the Lower Tier, passing the other two Ecsoli, neither of whom bothered to even glance at him.

Because he was so far beneath their notice, no doubt.

The streets were blackened and littered with rubble and char from the husks of buildings. Just like after the Iron Pig. He paused before the half-flattened warehouse, pale sky gaping between the black eaves of the roof. The faint echo of a ringing in his ears. How red everything had been, even the night.

He hurried along the cobblestones, detouring deep gouges. It looked as though some effort had been made to clean up, rubble stood in piles and beggars hovered over them, picking through for belongings to salvage or perhaps sell. How long since the invasion? Where were the Renovar now? He turned toward the harbour. A little detour wouldn’t hurt and the information it’d win him worth the time. More, the Harper wasn’t going anywhere, and it’d take some time for Mitola’s caravan to be permitted into the city. Notch paused at an intersection, letting a horse-drawn carriage rumble up the cobblestones, its curtains drawn. The driver’s face was marred by an expression of terror.

Notch gripped the small belt knife they’d let him keep. Little use it would be.

His boots rang out on the street. Ahead, a door slammed. He could not tell which when he neared, all were closed, all curtains too. Even the squawk of seagulls was hushed. As if no-one dared leave their homes, not even the animals.

He crossed an alley, shadows dropping around him, damp air heavy. Light blazed at the end of the narrow way, where he slowed. Two bodies lay slumped beside one an another. He wrinkled his nose. Both had been dead for some time – one was a Braonn man, perhaps a dockworker from his canvas tunic. His head had been partially caved in, black blood shadowed in the dim light.

Beside him rested an Anaskari, his clothing similar – save for a bloodstain in his side. Like the other wound, it was old.

Notch squinted. But there was a difference.

A shard of bone had been driven into the man’s chest – above the wound. Why? Notch rose with a frown, one knee giving a twinge. “Damn cold.” Why drive bone into a man’s chest after killing him?

If that was the order events had occurred.

Who knew what madness had gone on of late, or during the invasion. Or maybe it had nothing to do with any of that? Maybe the two had fought, drunk, an argument over something else; women or money probably.

Best not to linger. He strode into the street, heading down toward the harbour. Two sailors hurried along before him, arms laden with barrels. Neither spoke. He followed them around an inn – the first open door he saw – and onto the expansive harbour.

And stopped.

The wharves were full of large, wedge-shaped ships with blue sails rolled up – few vessels were Anaskari and two appeared to be of Renovar make, with their bulky hulls. The docks were crowded with blue-cloaks and Anaskari men helping with loading bone along creaking gangways.

Despite his curiosity over the disappearance of the Sea Beast and its bones being stolen, it was the giants who gave him pause. Huge men towered over the cloaked figures, with mottled skin of a dusky fire and bald heads, each doing the work of three Luiks. Or half a Flir, perhaps. They spoke with deep voices, using...Old Anaskari. Same as the Ecsoli.

“Big, aren’t they?”

Notch faced the owner of the voice. A scruffy-looking fellow in a faded cloak, who paused to spit onto the cobbles, then glance around. None of the masked men had seen and Notch doubted they’d have cared.

“What are they?”

“Giants from across the sea-is. The Blue-Cloaks call them Gigansi. See? Gigansi. Like the old word for ‘giant’.”

“I see.” Notch looked to one of the Ecsoli. “Have you seen them use those masks?”

The man’s expression darkened. “I have at that. Don’t you wish for it, though.” He moved off with a nod.

Sudden.

Notch nearly called after the man, to ask about the invasion, but he was already gone. The two sailors he’d followed had paused before one of the few Anaskari ships, speaking with an Ecsoli stationed before it.

Was the ship familiar? Two masts – empty of sails, but there was a green flag. He took a step forward. The Hawk? Captain Melosi’s ship! Had the man braved the winter storms as he’d claimed he would? Had he tracked down The Blue Lady? Father’s sword, did Melosi have it?

Notch jogged along the wood, reaching the sailors before they started to board.

“Excuse me, I need to speak with Captain Melosi,” he said.

The sailors turned but the Ecsoli stepped between them. The man’s breastplate was carved with a crow. A different house to the men at the gate, all of who had been Boars.

“Who are you?”

“Notch, My Lord,” he said.

“And your business?”

“I paid Captain Melosi to deliver goods and wished to speak with him.”

The man waved a hand at the plank. His bearing was not as alert as the Ecsoli at the gate – was he bored? Were they human? Beneath the cloak the fellow still wore a dagger and short sword, so they did not all rely solely on their Greatmasks.

Notch followed the sailors onto The Hawk. One jerked his head toward the helm, where a man leant against the wheel. Melosi. Silver buttons stood bright against the black of his coat. A thin trail of smoke twisted up from a pipe in his mouth. Notch strode across the decking to the ladder and climbed swiftly, to meet Melosi as the man turned from the water.

The Captain raised a dark eyebrow. “Ah, ‘Marco’ wasn’t it? Or would you prefer to be called ‘Notch’ or even ‘Captain Medoro – War Hero’ perhaps?”

“You’ve asked around.”

“I have.”

“Notch will be fine.” He apologised. “At the time, the Shield were looking for me. I didn’t want –”

“No trouble.” Melosi gave his pipe a wave. “I’m sure I’d have done the same. I suppose you’ve come to see your sword?”

“You found it?”

“Aye. The Blue Lady was at Whiteport, Captain Honal rather confused as to why my men...interrupted his attempt to sell your belongings. I have the sword and a few other items below – not all of it, mind.” He stroked his beard, bird-skulls clinking. “And the promised gold?”

Notch glanced back at the city. “My benefactor is the king, I’m sad to say.”

Melosi nodded, as if he’d deduced as much himself. “For a War-Hero that is no surprise, but of course, King Oseto is imprisoned, just as we are, and not likely to be able to pay for my work.”

“The Ecsoli keep you here?”

A rising breeze tugged at Melosi’s pipe smoke. “All ships who are foolish enough to dock. My Hawk has been searched and bruised, my sails confiscated and a guard placed below. We leave when they say we can, though when that may be I do not know and I do not wish to argue with them. Though they certainly seem in a hurry to leave with their precious bones.”

“Of the Sea-Beast.”

“Aye. I’d wager that’s how they make their dark masks and suits.”

“Doubtless,” Notch agreed. He still had some of the gems left over, not equivalent for twenty gold pieces however, but near to half if he left off the one he owed Mitola. He removed one from the tiny pouch, holding it up. “Would you consider half now and half later?”

Melosi scratched at his beard, eyes on the gem. “Later?”

“Once I free the king.”

The Captain laughed, but held out an arm. “You’re a bold one, Notch. Come below and we can talk about ‘later’. Maybe we can come to a new arrangement.”
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Chapter 20.
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Seto was given no time to practice Chelona’s form of possession.

When he woke at dawn, still weary, muscles aching – especially around his rib – he was being hauled from the cot by a shadowy figure in blue.

“Wake.”

Seto stumbled, fumbling for the cold wall to steady himself. Curtains were thrown open – the light searing his eyes. He raised a hand, squinting. Marinus. Once again he was waited upon by other Ecsoli. One with a Boar on his Greatsuit sat in the deep armchair. And Bethana stood behind him in turn, arms folded, red tips of her gauntlets visible again. Her breastplate bore no insignia.

“My Lord?” Seto asked. The words were a bitter paste in the mouth.

“The collapsed passage within the Tier wall, near the mountain. Where does it lead?”

Collapsed? When had that happened? Obviously the search for the Forge was not going well. “I do not know. I was preparing for the Renovar invasion. I sent my people within but they did not follow the path to its end.” How easy a lie should have been – that Flir found the blockage or that she or ‘his people’ had never returned. Only, Marinus would simply read his bones again if he suspected deception. “I believe it is where Vinezi lurked while he plotted to destroy Anaskar.”

Marinus offered nothing in response, his face impossible to read beyond the mask.

Seto waited.

Finally; “Your people?”

“I have not heard from them since the attack.” Another truth.

Marinus waved a hand to the Boar. He strode forward and put a hand on Seto’s shoulder, thumb digging into the collar bone. Again, the whisper of a Greatmask’s power. It graced his own bones, a delicate touch and then gone.

“He speaks the truth,” Boar said, stepping away.

Marinus rose and left without another word. Seto sat back on the cot, resting his head in his hands a moment. Sons of mongrels, they would not take everything. He would find a way to thwart them. He would find help – he would take one of them, possess one of the Tonitora and stride forth from the palace. Locate Flir and Luik.

Smash the Ecsoli to pieces.

He lifted Chelona from the floor beside the bed, a rueful smile as he stared into her eyes. “A foolish little fancy, no?”

You need more allies, little Oseto.

He nearly dropped the Greatmask. “True, My Lady. Would that I had them.”

There is a way to buy one amongst the Ecsoli.

“Truly?”

Corvus. The squabbling over fair division of the spoils of war escalates, yet he does not know that the Silver Wave and the Boar conspire to sack his ship when he leaves.

“Those that stay do not want him to take his stolen bones home.”

Indeed. Fool the Boar, he should not have Read you while thinking upon his plans. Go to Corvus and strike a bargain – your freedom for your knowledge.

“A grand notion. I would take one of the Tonitora?”

You are not practised enough to ‘borrow’ any who possess a mask.

“Then one of my guards it shall be.”

Feign sleep.

He lay across the cot and took a deep breath.

Remember, try not to be surprised as you do not wish to stand out.

A shift followed – as if he’d been pulled from his body and placed into a transparent world. No cold chill in the stone beneath him, no brightness to the lamp in the hall.

Both Tonitora stood by his door, sharing no words.

Again, Chelona pushed him into the giant. Again, Seto’s shoulders were now broad and his skin like stone. The same longing was evident – he pushed it away, lest it distract him. He murmured something to his fellow about needing to relieve himself and headed along the corridor, achieving a smoother gait quickly this time.

Well done, Little Oseto.

He passed no-one in the corridors, striding between lamps. His path took him down staircases and along quieter passages, guided by a soft nudge or twist of his torso from Chelona, as if she directed his bones.

And doubtless she did.

He would not risk the Ways, not all passages would be possible with the Tonitora’s large frame, but Chelona knew where Corvus had taken rooms. The guest wing, ground floor closest to the wall – windows that faced the stretching lawns, which would now be waterlogged and growing wilder.

Seto stopped at the door and knocked.

Movement from within. A Tonitora answered, his expression not welcoming. “Yes?”

“I wish to speak with Corvus,” Seto said.

A grunt. “Lord Corvus.”

“Lord Corvus, yes. It is urgent.”

The large man glanced over his shoulder. “Lord Corvus, it’s one of Marinus’ men to see you.”

“Send him in.”

The giant stepped aside. Seto entered, crossing the heavy rugs – dyed unfamiliar patterns, appearing as serpent-like plant life – and stopped before Corvus. The Ecsoli wore no cloak and no mask, though his breastplate was in place, his heavy brow drawn in concentration where he sat in the thin sunlight, back to the window. A dish full of water rested on a table before him. When he moved a gauntleted hand over the surface, colours moved – a crimson pushing toward blue.

“Yes?” The man did not look up.

Seto kept his voice low. “I have a sensitive message.”

“Continue.”

He glanced around the room. Only Corvus and his servant. Were the rest of his people at the harbour? Watching his peers? “Marinus and the Boar will betray you.”

The Greatmask lifted. “What?”

“He will sack your ship when you sneak from the harbour two nights hence. He knows.”

Corvus stood and Seto found himself immobilised. “If that is true, why would you reveal it?”

“Because I want to escape. I want us to come to an understanding. My freedom for what more I can share.”

He sighed. “Your credibility is in question, considering who holds your family.”

“Greatmask Chelona is my credibility.”

Silence.

“Repeat your claim.”

“You are speaking with King Oseto of the Anaskari. I have...borrowed this Tonitora in order to speak with you unseen.”

Corvus laughed, though he shook his head. “You are bold.”

“Will you help me?”

The Ecsoli began to pace. “I would like to know how your Greatmask has discovered something my own has overlooked.”

Tell him I am older, Chelona instructed.

“Chelona is older.”

Corvus continued to pace. “Hmmm...very well. Your conditions?”

“When I and my advisors are beyond the palace I will reveal more of what Chelona has discovered. I can help you escape.”

Corvus glanced to his servant. The giant shrugged. The Ecsoli folded his arms and turned to the rain-spattered window. Seto waited. Was the man communicating with his mask? Confirming, probing Seto’s story? After a time, Seto helped himself to a chair.

Finally, the Ecsoli faced him.

“Tonight I will see you. I need time to step up my departure. You wish to retrieve your Second?”

“And the healer Mayla. She stays nearby.”

“I cannot promise either, but I will try, King Oseto.”

Seto rose. “Do try. You will need my knowledge to escape – even leaving early.”

“We shall see.”

“Until later, Corvus.” Seto directed his vessel’s body out of the room and back along the corridors. A draught cut along one of passages – how easily the winter wind sneaked into the palace here. During better times he’d have asked Solicci to organise repairs.

As if he needed another reason to escape and extract vengeance on Marinus.

Ahead, a lamp flickered out.

He slowed.

The next lamp along the wall grew dark. Seto put his back against the wall. What treachery was afoot? In the darkness there was no sound but his own breath. Or the Tonitora’s breath. His large hand wrapped around the handle of the sickle belted at his waist.

Beware. Chelona’s voice rang in his head.

He leaped along the wall but pain still lanced down his side – yet it was a step removed, like a vibration running through a door. The blood that trickled down his torso did not sting. Yet he still growled as he spun into a crouch, his voice deep.

A shape moved, barely visible against the faint glow from a distant lamp. Not as large as one of the Tonitora. Seto drove the giant forward, staying low and swinging the sickle. The swish of cloth as someone leaped back.

Blinding pain followed.

And then he was back on the cot, breathing hard but free of pain.

“What happened?”

The Tonitora was attacked by a pair of Ecsoli. His death sent you back here, once your host dies you are returned.

An attack? Why? Was there more discord amongst the Houses? “Was I attacked, or was Marinus’ servant attacked?”

Perhaps Corvus sought to ensure the Tonitora bore no traces of your visit, should his bones be read.

“Can they not still be read, even though the poor giant is dead?”

If one is swift enough something as temporary and ephemeral as Possession may be detected within a corpse.

“Would Corvus risk that? Even now, hasn’t he brought attention upon himself, killing Marinus’ servant so near his own quarters?”

A silence. These young masks are fickle; they have passed through so many hands! Her voice bore frustration. I wonder...yes. Leo or ‘Lion’ in modern Anaskari. An old rival of Casa Mare, I gather. Hoping to deepen the rift between Mare and Corvus. Working independent of Wave or Boar, I believe. Marinus would do well to reassess the greed of his ‘comrade.’

Seto shook his head as he rose to seek water. How many Houses from the Old Land were vying for power? Which meant vying for bones. Worse than the Anaskar Houses. Marinus and his plans to betray Corvus, Leo and his plans to undermine Corvus in order to pit them against one another and weaken Marinus, no doubt. What of the Boar? Was it a true ally to Marinus and his House of the Sea?

Or a snake?

Either way – maybe Seto could use such knowledge. Pit one against the other. He sat and tented his fingers.
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Chapter 21.
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The subtle rocking of The Hawk at dock was barely enough to test the lamp. More light poured in through the lattice of windows behind the Captain Melosi. The man emptied tobacco leaves into his pipe, taking a moment to draw the pungent scent. He offered Notch a second pipe, this one carved of bone to resemble a bear, but Notch declined.

“Tell me more about ‘later’ then, Notch.”

Notch emptied jewels onto the desk, holding several back for himself and Mitola. “If this is enough for my sword, I’ll pay for the rest of my belongings once I break the king from the palace. He has access to a wide range of resources.”

“As it turns out, I may wish for more than gold.”

“If there is something you seek, Seto will be able to provide.”

“How is he with miracles?” Melosi stood and crossed the room, pausing by a wardrobe chest bolted to the wall. He produced a key and unlocked the door, lifting something free and turning back. A long sword in a worn scabbard lay across his hands. “I want to leave, Notch. Can he arrange that?”

Father’s sword.

He rose, accepting the blade. The grip was just as aged as the scabbard but the very grooves fit his hand; years of sweat, grime and even blood had soaked within. Through the Glass War, through the siege on the Jin-Dakiv border and countless other battles, he’d not lost it. And before that, the blade had been a faithful companion in the wars his father fought. Notch hefted the sword. Seamless, as if they’d never been separated. The balance was true. He twisted the blade in the lamplight. Its edges had been sharpened.

“Someone was offering Captain Honal a fair sum for it.”

Notch nodded. “Father told me it was forged in the old land with techniques passed down for generations but now lost.” He heaved a glad sigh. “This sword carried me through the Glass War.” Or, if honesty were at stake – Raff, Luik and Flir carried him through – and out of it.

“Then I am happy to reunite you with it. I feel the same about the Hawk.” He took his seat again, then opened a drawer, handing over Notch’s signet ring with its mountain peak.

“Thank you.”

He grinned. “Now, to return to my question?”

“If anyone is able, Seto can free your ship.” Notch said. “And I will help, once I have him safe.”

“Still planning on doing that all by yourself?”

“The Lord Protector and his daughter should be here too. That’s two Greatmasks.”

“Two against hundreds, then. Good. I’ll be out of the harbour before the day’s end.”

“Better than no masks.”

“Perhaps.”

“Put faith in us, Captain.” Notch grinned. “You have no-one else.”

He barked a short laugh. “That’s true enough. Very well, Notch. Go and free our king, I’ll be waiting for you here.”

“You’re confident you can break the blockade?” Notch asked. The line of Ecsoli ships in the harbour were heavy-looking, three masts, but they didn’t have to be agile – not while they were packed with Greatmasks.

Melosi grinned. “I’ve got a trick or two up my sleeve,” he said. “Just bring back the king and the Lord Protector and we’ll make a show of it.”

“Count on me.” He paused. “Did you witness the invasion?”

“No. We were too late but I’m glad for it. Passed more than a few ships – at a distance, mind, on the way in. If there were that many of those blasted blue-cloaked bone-thieves here throwing buildings around, I’m glad I missed it.”

“Anything else I need to know? What about the giants?”

“Called Gigansi. Most of them like the sickle – I saw one cut a man clean in half. In half, like a damn stalk of corn.” He scratched at his beard, tiny bird skulls clinking. “They do what the Ecsoli tell them, which is mostly ‘carry bone to our ships’ it seems.”

“Is there a resistance?”

He snorted. “Not that I’ve seen. There’s a bit of whispering about your War Hero friends, but I haven’t seen much. Only been here two days.”

“So Flir and Luik survived?”

“Seems to be the case.”

Relief rushed through his limbs. Getting back and then into Anaskar hadn’t left a lot of room to confront the fear that his friends hadn’t survived. Yet he’d carried the tension anyway, it seemed. Time to visit the Harper, that’s where they’d be. And it was where Sofia would take Danillo, if they’d returned safely. At the least, Mitola would be waiting for him.

“Thank you, Captain. I hope to see you again soon.”

“Aye.”

Notch left the cabin, heading for the ladder and climbing back to the bright deck. He blinked a moment at the white winter sky before moving back toward the gangway, where he passed a young man in a simple smock. Notch paused. Was the lad familiar somehow? Something about the way his hair fell across his eyes. Notch shrugged.

Maybe he’d seen the sailor on the wharves once before.

This time the two Ecsoli didn’t stop him and he entered the Lower Tier and hurried up the quiet streets. Despite Mitola’s claim of Ecsoli wanting people to continue living their day to day lives under the new rule, he passed few citizens on the cobblestones.

A beggar limping quickly for an alley and a pair of labourers who walked with dark expressions, muttering about finding work, now that the harbour was effectively closed. The only thing to be loaded, they said, was ‘damnable bones’ and the giants took that work.

Notch turned into a new street – wide, lined with taverns, only one door open and few customers within. One of the shops had even pulled its sign down. A cold breeze picked up, biting at his hands and throat. A man in a deep blue robe sat on the corner, black gloves covering his hands where they cradled his head.

A Sea-Priest.

“Are you well?” Notch asked.

The man lifted his head. Dried blood ran down his face from a cut on his scalp. “I don’t know.”

“What happened?”

“I was on my way back to the temple.” He shook his head. “Something just hit me. A rock, I think it was.”

Notch frowned.

“I think someone mistook me for one of the invaders,” he said.

“Do you need help?”

He stood. “No, thank you. I can find the way – I only hope there’s a temple left.”

“It survived the acor attacks?”

“Yes, but between the strange thefts from below and what the Ecsoli have taken things are grim.” He glanced toward the harbour. “Ana, forgive me for my doubts.” He made to leave but Notch caught his arm. Below? Did the priest mean the aqueducts? Were there more creatures – or simply thieves? He did call them strange.

“Sorry, Father. What did you mean, strange thefts from below?”

“Yes. Someone or something has been stealing our dead, right from our preparation chambers beneath the temple.”

“What?”

“For those who cannot arrange pyres we prepare the dead –”

“That I know, Father,” he said, keeping his voice gentle – or so he hoped. “But when you say from below, do you mean beneath the city?”

“Yes.”

“Creatures? Or man?”

He spread his hands. “It is hard to surmise. Perhaps fell creatures – we never see them. Forgive me but I must return now.”

More trouble, just what Anaskar needed. “I understand. And I hope your temple fares better soon,” he said, and hurried along the street, lengthening his stride and heading for the distant wall of the Second Tier.

By the time he reached the broken remains of the Antico Gate, he was breathing a little hard and his leg was aching again. Not enough time to heal after Efran – even with Gelehn’s help. Or perhaps he was continuing to wear out? Sliding toward old age? Nothing he could do about that. Notch turned toward the Harper. Had he missed Mitola? Would Flir or Luik be there?

At the inn, which bore little evidence of damage, Notch knocked on the stout door and waited.

“Who wants to enter the Queen’s Harper?” A wary voice called through the wood.

“Notch.”

There was a moment’s pause and then the door opened to reveal a man in black tunic and pants, one of Seto’s men, though Notch couldn’t recall his name.

“Welcome back to what’s left of Anaskar,” the fellow said with a smile, revealing a missing tooth. Ah, Ciano was his name.

“At least the Harper is standing,” he said.

“True enough. Flir’s out but she left a message with Pevin in case you arrived.”

“Then she is alive?”

Ciano grinned. “Don’t be so surprised.”

Notch chuckled as he crossed the common room, exchanging nods with a few more folk he recognised. Of course she was alive – Flir was the most indestructible person in the city, in any city. At the head of the stairs, Ciano called his name. “I nearly forgot. A caravan guard dropped off a sword and other possessions for you. I had to pay him; he was going to leave with them seeing as you weren’t here. They’re in the basement.”

Notch thanked him as he produced two gems. “Hope this will cover it?”

“It will.”

He headed to the basement where he was met by a Renovar man, who paced the room, circling a table and chairs.

“Pevin?”

The man stopped. His grey clothing was more tattered and his shaved hair had grown out somewhat in the weeks Notch had been gone.

“Notch, welcome home.”

“Good to see you survived.”

“And you,” he said, more than politeness in his tone.

“Do know where Flir is?”

“She is searching the Tier for signs of Luik.” He produced a letter. “There is also this, which she wrote some time ago.”

Signs of Luik? Gods be damned. Was he safe? He accepted the letter. “What happened?”

“He hasn’t been seen since the acor attacks,” Pevin said. His expression was one of concern. “She is trying to hide her fear.”

Notch exhaled as he scanned the letter. It was addressed to him, Sofia and Seto and explained little that he didn’t already know, save that she and someone called ‘Kanis’ had managed to kill a few of the Ecsoli. But nothing on her whereabouts. “Where is she now?”

“She left for the Mountain God’s Temple some time ago.”

“I’m going to help her look,” Notch said, returning the letter.

“Be careful of the Ecsoli.”

He paused. “Let them be wary, Pevin.”
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Chapter 22.
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Notch strode toward Celno’s temple, kicking his way through swirling leaves as he approached. Grey and listless, they didn’t even crunch beneath his boots. He paused at a hulking hole in the very cobblestones – more evidence of acor – and came to a complete halt when a flash of movement from an alley caught his eye.

Two men ran across an intersection and paused in the centre of the street.

One crouched and the other stood watch.

When the man noticed Notch, he waved an arm. “Flee,” the man hissed. He was dressed in a rough smock but there was the sheen of a breastplate visible at his neck when the wind tugged at the coarse fabric.

Notch hesitated.

The other man gave the ground a thump and then cursed.

“What is it?” the sentry said.

“It’s not level.”

“Close enough, let’s go.”

The clatter of hooves echoed up the street, the crunch of wheels on stone mixed within. Both men dashed back into the alley, the sentry waving one last time for Notch to leave. A carriage came into view, twin black horses leading. A man in a blue cloak sat atop the driver’s platform, leaning against one side, feet extended across from him. He was directing the horses with an idle hand, no reins.

Notch glanced back at the alley. A small orange glow rose from the shadow.

The carriage would not see it; but they’d notice a man staring. He dashed around the hole in the street, concealing himself beside a pile of rubble. Just what were the two fools in the alley up to? An attack? If the Ecsoli saw them...Notch straightened.

Was that a hint of grey powder in a thin trail, near an uneven cobble?

Acor!

Where had they found it? He swore, it didn’t matter – he had to put some more distance between him and the explosion waiting to happen.

Yet, what if it worked? Could a Greatmask withstand an acor blast?

Would the Ecsoli be able to sense it?

Notch crept back further, so that he was protected by an even larger heap of rubble, support beams and hunks of stone jumbled together.

From his vantage point, the carriage was yet to reach the trap but the two men were clearly visible, protecting the flame from the wind. The horses crept closer – poor beasts, it wasn’t their fault the Ecsoli had come.

He shifted position, holding his breath.

The carriage rolled into view; curtains open. Aside from the driver, three more Ecsoli sat within. They were arguing, hands waving. The carriage blocked Notch’s view of the alley, but as the horses passed the uneven cobblestone something bright flashed across the street.

A roar followed.

Notch ducked down, slamming his hands over his ears, a glimpse of blooming orange burnt into his eyelids. The very earth shook as dust and shards of rock clattered to the ground. Something hard struck his shoulder and he swore, crouching tighter into the screen of rubble.

Shouts grew audible beyond the ringing in his ears.

He peered over the rubble. Smoke rose from a hole in the ground. Buildings and the rest of the street were splattered with soot, blood and smouldering pieces of steel.

The men in the alley were cheering and pointing.

Notch blinked; did something move within the hole in the street? A figure rose, black scraps of clothing falling to the blasted ground. It was unsteady, but when it raised a shaking hand, a fragment of bone fell free.

With a violent twitch, it waved both arms at the alley.

The upper storeys shuddered. The men who’d set the deadly trap glanced up then spun to flee. Stone crashed after them, dust rising. Notch took half a step forward. Did they escape?

The Ecsoli collapsed.

The street remained empty – no-one left their homes to investigate, though the slamming of doors and windows rang out as Notch crept forward, his sword drawn. He paused at the edge of the new hole, easily three times the size of the now disintegrated carriage, and paused. Heat rose from the cobbles and charred earth.

In the centre lay the remains of the Ecsoli, no more than a human-like shape beneath blackened bones. Notch climbed into the hole and placed the blade against the man’s throat. The sickly sweet scent of burnt flesh tangled with charred robes fabric. He wrinkled his nose then pushed down.

His blade slid through the throat with a small wet sound but the Ecsoli did not stir.

Bending, Notch tapped the breastplate then burnt mask with the back of his hand. It was already cooling – the bone’s magic? No time to speculate; more Ecsoli might arrive at any moment. He wiped his father’s blade, sheathed it and tore both mask and breastplate free, averting his eyes at the glimpse of raw flesh beneath, and scrambled back into the street.

Again, no-one had ventured from their homes and no figures headed toward the site of the explosion, from either end of the street. He checked on the rubble. No sign of the men who’d planted the trap.

“Watch over them,” Notch murmured a quick prayer beneath the ringing, which was slowly fading from his ears. He ran toward the temple, boots echoing in the sudden quiet. Where had the two found the acor? Were they Seto’s men, working under orders from Flir? Her note didn’t mention any such activities, but then, Pevin said she wrote it a while ago.

He’d ask her soon enough.

He slowed at the temple doors. Crashing sounded from within. He stashed the bones – he couldn’t use them anyway – beneath a pile of refuse in the blackened shell of a home and crept up to the temple doors, one of which stood ajar.

Voices shouted in Renovas and something that had the sound of Anaskari but older.

He hesitated. What could he really do to help? The Ecsoli wore Greatsuits...he was just an aging soldier. Something, Notch, do something. He muttered a curse and exchanged his blade for a hunk of stone, then slipped between the doors.

A great beam of light fell from the gaping roof, illuminating a frozen struggle taking place across the rubble-strewn temple floor – which bore its own dark hole. An Ecsoli stood on one knee before Notch, his back to the door. To the man’s side, Flir held a slab of stone high above her head. Sweat poured from her face and her arms trembled as she tried to bring it down onto her enemy.

Across the way, a Renovar man in sailor’s clothing stood frozen, face twisted in pain. Kanis? He shouted something to Flir in Renovas. His arm broke free momentarily, but was frozen again.

The Ecsoli appeared to be holding both Flir and Kanis at bay with one hand each – one gauntlet of bones keeping Kanis at a distance and the other holding Flir’s arms immobile.

A cracking sound filled the temple and Kanis roared.

Flir hissed a curse but could not drive the slab down.

Notch hurled his hunk of stone. It flashed across the space between them, biting into the man’s shoulder blades.

The Ecsoli flinched.

Flir’s arms tore down, heaving the huge shard of stone into the man. Blood sprayed as it lodged into his side, caving his chest and tossing him to the floor. Flir leaped after and slammed the heel of her hand into the man’s head, shattering the mask, but it was for naught. The Ecsoli was dead.

Or maybe not for naught; who knew what they were capable of? One had survived – for a time at least – an explosion of acor.

“You choose a good time to arrive, stranger,” Kanis said, his Anaskari clear. He limped forward, one arm hanging from his side.

“Luck, I suppose.”

Flir was breathing hard, fury fading from her eyes. She focused on him, blinking. Then she laughed. “Notch.”

He grinned back. “Glad to see you kept a close watch on the city while I was gone.”

“Very funny.” She gave him a shove and he stumbled back.

“What happened here?” Notch asked.

“We were looking for Luik and the Ecsoli surprised us.” She waved toward the rubble, where a blue cloak peeked from the remains of a support column. “They gave us some trouble.”

“Us?” Kanis rubbed his shoulder. “He didn’t break your bones, did he?”

“That’s because I’m stronger than you,” she said.

“Where’s Luik?” Notch asked.

Her expression darkened. “No-one’s seen him since the Renovar attack. It’s been days.”

“Have you looked everywhere?”

She sighed. “No.”

“Then we have to keep looking.”

“I know that,” she snapped. “I’ve been doing the best I can, Notch. You probably noticed all the people with Greatmasks running around?”

He hesitated. What was the point arguing? She was alive and they had a chance to do something about the invaders now. “I did. At least your men are making short work of them with acor.”

“What?”

Kanis cocked his head. “Acor?”

“Out there, a few streets over,” Notch said. “Two men hid acor in the ground and threw fire after. It blew a carriage of Ecsoli into the heavens.”

“Where?”

“Come on.” Notch led them outside, collected his stolen goods, then continued back to the hole in the street, pointing to the still-smouldering bottom. “That one survived long enough to bring the building over there down.”

Flir looked to Kanis. “We need to go diving.”

He nodded.

Notch kept an eye on the street. “Diving?”

“There’s acor at the bottom of the harbour on one of Kanis’ ships,” she said.

“Maybe you’d like to spearhead that, Flir?” Kanis said. He gestured to his broken arm. Notch noted the fellow didn’t seem to be in much pain – was he dilar too, then?

She folded her arms. “You’ll be going, Kanis or I’ll make that arm look like a scratch.”

“Sounds...feisty,” he said.

“Enough,” Flir shouted. “You’ll heal soon enough and remember, we wouldn’t be in this mess if you hadn’t brought your bloody ships in the first place, would we? Now shut-up and let me think.”

Notch frowned at the man. “You attacked Anaskar?”

“Yes, but I’m helping Flir now, so you don’t have to look at me like that.”

“Is that so?”

Flir stood between them. “Back to the Harper before someone sees us.”

She set off at a jog and Notch let Kanis limp after her. The man truly didn’t appear to be in too much pain – typical of a dilar. Notch followed with a glance to the alley where the men were probably buried.

“If you’re in there, Ana watch over you, boys.”
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Anaskar glowed in the night.

Yet its shape was not as she expected – Sofia counted half a dozen holes within the Tier Walls. The palace was still a shining force high above the moon-lit bay but there was a quiet to the city that stretched out even onto the water where they lurked beneath the Lower Wall, only the gentle break of tide on stone.

“Ships are leaving,” she said.

“Only the ones with blue sails,” Emilio answered. He sat at the prow, the reflective surface of his armour concealed beneath a dark cloak.

“The invaders,” her father said. “Yet not all of them. Several remain.”

“Settlers,” Alcina said softly.

Sofia kept her own voice low. “Do you think so?”

“It makes sense. The ones that have what they want are leaving and the others are staying behind.”

“And what do they want?”

“Something that is lacking in their homeland?” Her father shrugged. “Maybe the old land has grown inhospitable – though enough seem willing to risk a return.”

“They may not be heading home, but looking for other places to invade and usurp, My Lord,” Emilio said.

“True enough.” Danillo caught hold of the rock face and pulled the boat further along the harbour wall, light from the docks still distant. He paused at a position on the wall that was indistinguishable to any other, especially in the darkness, and glanced at those in the boat. “This part will be unpleasant. Alcina, I will guide you.”

“As you say,” she said.

“Let me go first, I will open our path,” he said, taking the gunwale in both hands. “It lies directly beneath the boat.”

“Wait,” Sofia said. “What path?”

“There is a water-gate below. I will unlock it and collect Alcina.”

“And then where? Won’t we freeze on the streets overnight? The palace will be occupied.”

He removed Argeon and placed the mask within his robe. “Worry not, Petal.”

He slipped over the side with barely a splash, ducking below the black surface and leaving a trail of bubbles.

Alcina sighed.

“What’s wrong?” Sofia asked.

“I don’t like to swim in winter.”

When her father surfaced, he waved them into the water, Emilio first removing his heavy breastplate. Sofia hesitated. “What about the boat?”

“It’s my hope we will not need it. Give us a moment, then sink it and follow. The way is narrow but the grate is open. Once you pass inside, swim up. It’s a fair distance; take a deep breath. Be sure you are swift.”

Her father and Alcina ducked down as Sofia tucked Osani away and slipped into the chill of the water. A small gasp escaped. “Ana.” So cold. It numbed her legs and arms, kicking to tread water did little to ease the discomfort.

Emilio grinned at her from where he was wedging a blade into the vessel’s bottom. “Unpleasant, is it?”

“Yes, so stop grinning,” she said, splashing him.

He finished with the boat then took a deep breath and dived, still smiling, it seemed. She dragged the night air into her own lungs until they strained before following. Ice peeled at her eyes as she swam down into darkness, following the vague shape of Emilio. The murky wall soon opened up, her pale hand gripping the grate when Emilio’s legs disappeared into the pitch black.

She pulled herself into an enclosed space and drove herself up, heading for the vague blurs of pale light above, visible between slow kicks from Emilio. Thanks to the work she and Father had done, her bones did not ache yet. Usually, she could last up to an hour now. But how far was the surface? She kicked harder, dragging herself up as her chest started to constrict.

Faster!

The light grew but her lungs were already burning.

She flailed closer to the surface, straining up as pressure in her chest and head built. Too long, she let a burst of bubbles free, reaching for something, anything – and a hand clasped over her wrist.

It hauled her from the water and onto a hard surface.

Sofia spluttered and coughed, clinging to the stone beneath her. No...tiles. Smooth tiles.

“Are you well?” Emilio asked.

“I am, thank you.” She blinked as light bloomed.

Her father raised a lamp, his expression one of concern. “Sofia?”

“I’m fine, Father. Where are we?” The chamber included a tiled floor with a single step down into the water, no more than a large square cut in the floor. Alcina lay against one of the walls, dark hair plastered to her head. Looming above her on the wall was a pattern in the shape of a Mascare mask, dark eye-sockets. She checked on Osani and replaced the Greatmask, heading off an ache in her bones. It might simply have been the chill in the winter water.

“A passage created long ago, for the more prudent among our Order to use in fleeing the city.” He collected another lamp from an alcove and lit it too, handing it to Emilio. “There is another behind the palace, for similar emergencies. All this was to be part of your legacy, had there been time to share it.” He replaced Argeon. “Quickly now, to the stairs.”

Sofia scrambled to her feet and followed him. Emilio helped Alcina, light from his lamp casting shadows that were eaten up by the light from her father’s lamp. The walls were unadorned in the stairway and at its top waited a similarly plain landing with a heavy, bolted door. It was as tall as it was wide, and the hinges were larger than her head.

A serious door.

Her father had paused. “Captain, do you have your key? I fear mine is still within the groves.”

“Alas, mine too.”

He paused a moment then chuckled to himself. “No matter – Argeon will let us pass.” He placed a hand on the lock. A deep click followed. Together, Emilio and Danillo pulled the great door open. Beyond lurked more darkness, an empty room with more stone walls free of markings.

Her father moved to a wall and reached high, pressing on a piece of stone that again appeared indistinguishable from the rest. A panel of the wall slid open with a deep rumbling and a cellar was revealed. Within, mouldering stacks of barley and crates of raisins – all spoiled – lined the walls.

He waved them through and then pressed another piece of wall before exiting the cellar via a short flight of steps. A chill breeze sneaked its way into the next room, pouring down from the chimney of a huge, cold oven that housed several shelves.

A bakery?

Father’s feet creaked on warped floorboards as he stowed both lamps away in a cupboard then led them to the front of the shop, pausing in the dark doorway. Beyond, the glow of a distant torch coloured the cobblestones before the bakery but showed only empty shelving and a dust-covered counter.

“Where now?” she asked, keeping her voice low.

“To a place where we might find rest and warmth. A house near the wall.”

“Good.” Alcina said. “My legs have grown weary and I’m too damn cold.”

“We’ll move swiftly,” Danillo said.

He led them through the streets, whose cobblestones glistened with a faint rain. It beaded on her hands as she flitted after him. At an intersection she paused to check on Emilio and Alcina, who were keeping pace but were back a little ways.

“Father.”

He looked to Emilio and Alcina then nodded, waiting within a doorway while they caught up.

Footsteps echoed along an intersecting street.

Sofia froze. Her father waved for Emilio to hide; the Captain pulled her into an alley as a blue-cloaked figure strode beneath a torch. The white of the man’s Greatmask was bright. His hands were lined in white also, as if he wore gauntlets of bone, and as he turned into another street his cloak opened enough to offer a glimpse of his breastplate – that too, of bone.

Even from a distance, the power in his bones was clear.

Her father waited a little longer then he was moving again, crossing the street and heading up a curling staircase of steel that led to the second storey of a building, half of which had been reduced to rubble.

Again, he took the lock in hand and a click followed, then he was opening another heavy door to admit them to a clean room lit by uneven moonlight from above. Two beds lay against a wall. No windows but a store of provisions rested upon a stove. The only exits were the skylight above, cloudy glass thick and grated, and the door her father was locking as Emilio led Alcina to one of the beds.

“We are very fortunate this half of the building survived the attack,” Father said. “Sofia, would you light the stove? Everything you need will be behind it. We can dry our clothing and enjoy a warm meal.”

“Did you see all the bones?”

“Yes. And thank Argeon who concealed us.”

Sofia’s stomach rumbled as she knelt by the stove and found a tinderbox, and within the stove, wood stacked for a fire. She worked the tinderbox until flame bloomed then sat back, holding her hands out to the as-yet feeble warmth.

After a time she blinked. Had she started to drift off? The flames were larger now.

Emilio crossed the room. “My Lady, I will cook something.”

She stood. “That would be wonderful.”

“Wait until you’ve tasted it before you say that,” he said with a smile.

Her father sat on the free bed, a slight glow coming from Argeon.

“Father? Is it time?”

“It is.” He gestured to the bed beside him. “Sit and we will finally break through to Osani – this time we will succeed.”
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Chapter 24.
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When night fell and the lights of the city began to wink on, warm yellow patches in dark stone, a knock sounded at Seto’s door. He turned from the window, a hand sliding to where a knife – one of many – once lay.

Only, he’d long-since been divested of weapons.

Corvus.

Chelona’s presence swooped in around him.

Seto strode to the door and opened it. Corvus and another Ecsoli stood flanked by a pair of Tonitora – it made for a cramped hall. No sign of the Tonitora who’d been guarding his room either.

“Quickly,” Corvus said. He held up a long blue cloak. “Keep this closed.”

He stepped into the hall pulled it over his shoulders. It was too big, but that was fine – it covered his tattered royal robes. And with Chelona, he’d probably appear as an Ecsoli at a glance. It would have to be enough.

“Holindo and Mayla?”

“Both en route to a safe place near the harbour.”

“Good. And the message?”

“Delivered as promised. It appeared to have come from Casa Leo, we now pray Marinus takes the bait.”

“The false acor?”

“More ‘Lions’ assisted Marinus’ men with the loading of the ‘acor’ at a time when my men were known to be ‘out drinking’.”

“Even better.” Without Marinus assuming he’d soon have the upper hand – Corvus on the water with nowhere to turn and a hold full of acor – the prince probably would have swooped down on the smaller Raven forces in a brutal attack much earlier, as the man had originally planned.

Everything hinged on Marinus believing that the Ecsoli who helped him were truly from House Leo and that the acor was truly acor. The first Seto worried about, the second he did not. The Ecsoli would not be able to tell the difference and he’d been able to sprinkle just a touch of real acor to seal the illusion.

Seto kept pace between his herd of invaders, passing the occasional harried-looking servant in the halls, which were becoming wider and better-lit – closing in on the main hallways.

“Not this way,” he said.

“What?” Corvus didn’t slow.

Seto peered over the shoulder of the man. Ahead lay twin tapestries depicting Ana rescuing Anaskari settlers, her arms outstretched where she rose from the bay, sheltering their ships from a storm. Behind the second, an entry into the ways.

“Behind that tapestry of Ana, there is a passage that will take us to the kitchens. From there, another passage to the palace grounds. It ought to be wide enough for the Tonitora – they may have to sacrifice some skin, however.”

Corvus paused.

“It’s his palace, Corvus – he’d know the way out,” the other Ecsoli said, a raven on his chest too.

The man grunted. “Not anymore it isn’t.” But he turned to the wall and gestured to Seto. “Lead on, then.”

Seto lifted the tapestry, the fabric worn beneath his grip, and slid the stone across. “Stay close,” he said, moving into the dim passage. It sloped down, soon coming to a sharp turn, which he warned his as yet unconfirmed rescuers about before heading deeper into the dark.

Worry not, Little Oseto. Corvus has only one desire – to leave with bones so that he might defend his city.

But would it stay that way, if something went amiss?

No need to let his guard down.

Chelona’s amusement radiated from within the mask.

Complaints followed the longer they walked, the more they paused, took sharp turns and struggled to keep contact with one another, the passages often a tight squeeze for the Tonitora, just as he’d feared. But he pressed on until a sense of heat slipped through the walls. The kitchens – the bank of cavernous ovens rested against the wall he touched.

“We’re close,” he said.

“And what is your plan should the kitchens be packed with my countrymen?” Corvus asked.

“Back into the ways – none will find us, none know them as I do.” He paused. “Unless you can track each other by your Greatsuits?”

“It is indeed possible to trace our movements via the novatura,” Corvus said, placing emphasis on the word. “But I have taken precautions against that.”

The kitchens are clear – for now. Chelona said.

“The way is clear,” Seto said and strode forward. Light appeared ahead, glowing beneath a stone. He hit the lever and the stone slid open, revealing the back of a cabinet, which he pushed open on silent hinges.

Stepping into the warmth of the kitchen, a haze of scents, roasted lamb with rosemary and stews bubbling away, he could have stopped. But one of the girls dicing vegetables gave a shout, dropping her knife. Murmurs filled the kitchens, from one end to the other, audible over the crackle of flame and thump of tools.

“Return to work and say nothing of this,” Seto said, speaking Anaskari.

The cooks resumed their preparations and he led the small group to an opposite cabinet, stuffed with spices and herbs from top to bottom, and depressed a switch worked into the blade of a carven swordfish.

The case swung open and then it was back into the ways.

“We should have taken a torch,” someone said.

“No matter,” Corvus replied. “How much longer, King Oseto?”

“This passage will circle around and exit in a private garden near the west wall. We will reach it soon enough.”

“And Marinus?”

He is moving as we speak – he does not suspect. Chelona said.

“Playing his role as expected. He has taken to his ship – but if your men did their job, then Marinus will receive a surprise.”

“Only if you’re right.”

“What does your own Greatmask think?”

Corvus grunted.

Seto grinned in the dark. “I take it he concurs with me.”

“In part. Domaso cannot locate Marinus.”

“He’ll be there. He thinks he has all the cards.”

“For your sake – and mine – that had better be true.”

“So long as your men are now aboard your own ship, everything will work as I have planned,” Seto said.

“There’s still a flaw in your plan; what if Marinus knows?”

“You’re here aren’t you?” Seto slowed for a turn, then a slight misstep – even though he’d be expecting it – as the slope began. He warned the others; soon enough the passage would take them beneath the palace wall and into the gardens – exiting in an enclosure dedicated to Lorseda, Scholar King from Casa Falco.

By the time the path – long since turned to blackness – evened out and climbed again, only to end at a ladder precisely one-hundred steps later, Seto’s stomach was beginning to shrink. How long since he’d eaten? At least he’d not grown faint yet.

“Watch the ladder – let me unlock the hatch first,” he said.

“Be swift,” Corvus said.

Seto climbed in the dark – six rungs and then his hand reached the hatch, cold against his palm. And there was the lock and heavy bolt. He paused. And the key, still hidden in his now Ecsoli-occupied rooms.

Worry not – allow me. Chelona’s voice echoed in his mind and a deep ‘click’ followed. He gripped the bolt, straining against the old steel. Fragments of rust filtered onto his face and he blinked, finally sliding the bolt free with a muttered curse.

Then he pushed the hatch open, stepping up into cold night, holding the lid as he did so. Best not to have it slam. Once free of the tunnel, Seto moved aside and glanced up at the moon, visible between the edges of lemon trees. How quickly the clouds had drifted away. He stepped into the shadow created by one of the trees where it grew against a high stone wall – protecting them from the palace and gate.

Corvus and the other Ecsoli climbed from the opening, dislodging more dirt and leaves – and there were plenty around; few people visited the cowled statue of the scholar-king, an open tome in his hand, sword in the other, especially of a night.

“Will the Tonitora be able to free themselves?” he asked.

Corvus motioned to his second. “Achet?”

“Stand back a moment,” the second Ecsoli said. He bent by the opening and placed his gauntleted hands above the edge. He repeated his command to the Tonitora. Shuffling from below. A faint glow emitted from his hands and a grinding sound followed as stonework began to shudder and move. The hard line of the opening began to curl up and out, like a flower opening – a process which quickly doubled the size of the opening. Several pieces of stone fell into the darkness but the new opening remained in place. “There.”

“Impressive,” Seto said.

Rudimentary, came Chelona’s reply.

Achet nodded to Seto. Then he stood back as the Tonitora exited – still a tight squeeze for them.

Corvus moved to the opening in the wall that admitted entrance to the enclosed garden and looked out across the lawns. “About this flaw, King Oseto. It continues to trouble me. How can you guarantee that Marinus will be fooled by the dummy acor you have made? He may know – his mask is older than Domaso, surely he will see through the ruse?”

Tell him I will distract Rael – he is quite enamoured of me. Again, Chelona sounded amused.

“Chelona will take care of Rael.”

He gave a slow nod. “And Marinus himself?”

“There we must rely on his arrogance and your men.”

“They were not discovered.”

“Good,” Seto said. “Then let us leave the palace and get you onto your ship.”

“Very well.”

Corvus led them across the lawn, grass damp underfoot, Seto once again surrounded by the other members of the party. The gates loomed ahead, two pair of Ecsoli leaving the guardhouse as Corvus drew near, torches in hand.

One moved across, bearing the way. A wave symbol crossed his breastplate.

“Open the gate,” Corvus demanded.

The Ecsoli grunted, eventually moving back and gesturing to two Tonitora from the gatehouse to unlock and heave at the winches to open the gates. Once the way was clear, Corvus took them into the streets of the Second Tier and into a pair of coaches, lamps hanging from their eaves. One was drawn by an Ecsoli, the other an Anaskai man who appeared to have been pressed into service.

“Convenient,” Seto said.

“And they will cloak us from more curious eyes,” he said as he entered. “Your disguise may not hold up under more sustained scrutiny.” Seto followed, settling himself across from the man as Achet joined them. The Tonitora took the larger carriage and the driver cracked his whip.

“Worry not.” Seto said. “The guards will report your movements to Marinus, who will believe everything turns according to his plan.”

“Unless he knows what we have done and is waiting for us. Or has switched your false acor for true powder.”

“Then be ready for that possibility too,” Seto said.

“Easy for you to say – you won’t be sailing off with a hold potentially full of death.”

“True. But I do have a city full of invaders to deal with.”

Corvus barked a laugh. “I hope you’ve got more than one mask for that, Your Majesty.”

He frowned, but said, “Is that an offer?”

“Hardly.” Corvus drew a blade from his sleeve and began to toy with it. “But I will tell you something about Marinus, for as you will have observed, there is no love lost between us.”

“I would welcome that.”

“There is a desperation to his coming here.”

Achet turned his head. “Corvus, are you sure you wish to share this? It concerns us all.”

He flipped his knife back into the sleeve. “Saving Ovaneus is all that concerns me now, Achet. And we’re probably just as desperate, aren’t we?”

The man gave a nod and sat back.

“How is Marinus desperate?” Seto asked.

“He seeks something stolen. An artefact – his family’s Crucible, from which novatura and masks are crafted.”

“It is here?”

“Yes. His younger brother, Vinezi has stolen it, no doubt in order to create his own suit – he is a Carver only and has long been passed over for the novatura.”

Ah, being passed over. There was a familiar slap – and no wonder Vinezi was such a worm. But it further explained his lust for bones. “And Marinus must have the Crucible back?”

“Not only for crafting, but in order to retain the role of prince, yes. Without it – and bones from the Sea God for that matter – he can no longer maintain his grip on the Council of Seven Houses while his Father, the king, slips further into his dotage. All know that in order to have risen above his older brothers, he bought the support of many with his great store of bone.” Corvus shrugged. “All of this is decades past now. Yet even that had to end, more the fool that he never saw it. If he does not return with the Crucible and bones, his own House will devour him.”

“Yet you pursued him here?”

“Of course. The promise of new bone – I could not afford to miss it. The Os-Vento – creatures of bone – that attack the white walls of Ovaneus are relentless. Long have they threatened us, but such numbers were unknown in even my grandfather’s time, as best I can discern.”

“Then Marinus is vulnerable in his desire for the Crucible.”

“Find Vinezi, find the Crucible – and if you can keep it – you will own Marinus. With it, you could channel more power than any single mask is capable of using. It is a relic of the past, when our people were vastly more powerful.”

“Thank you,” Seto said, suppressing a slight shiver. The idea that Corvus felt his people were no longer powerful was disconcerting indeed.

The carriage rattled to a halt. Beyond, the dark of the streets was quiet – only the water lapping against stone.

“My seconds?” Seto asked.

“At this location.” Corvus opened the carriage door. Seto followed into the street, the chill air biting at his hands. No lamps lit the way, only the big moon above, like a circle of bone caught in the black.

Had Marinus truly fallen for the ruse?

Even now he waits in his ship, watching Corvus’ vessel with anticipation. Chelona informed him. He believes that what he stowed in the Corvus vessel is truly acor.

That was well – so long as it was false anticipation. If the man had grown wise to the ploy, the prince would simply take the bones by force. Or seek to at least; Corvus seemed a man unwilling to simply yield.

The leader of the Raven House went to a nearby door of a soot-stained building and knocked once. When the door opened they were admitted by another Ecsoli. Seto crossed the dim room to a figure sitting beside a second who lay stretched out on a cot.

“Holindo.”

The man stood. “My King.” His face was lined with a weariness that looked as though it might have crippled a lesser man. But the Captain stood tall in his blood-stained orange tunic, a bruise fading along his jaw.

“It is good to see you free,” he said, laying a hand on the man’s shoulder. Would that he’d been able to free more from the palace. “How is Mayla?”

“She sleeps. Marinus has worked her to exhaustion, healing his men.” He lowered his voice somewhat. “Many seem to suffer from a strange ailment.”

“The quoiss. A translation would be ‘bone-sickness’ though that is not entirely accurate,” Corvus said. “But the illness is common enough.” He gestured to the man who’d stood guard over Holindo and Mayla. “And now we will discover what Marinus has in store.”

Seto followed the man into the dark street. “Thank you, Corvus. Farewell.”

“And you, Your Majesty.”

Then he and his fellow Ecsoli, flanked by the Tonitora, headed for his ship where it rested across from a larger vessel – Marinus’ Charger. How would Corvus break the blockade?

That is for Corvus to achieve, Little Oseto. Now you must deliver on your promise. Not a trace of sternness in her voice – only cold expectation. No matter what happened next he would hurry; whether Corvus succeeded or not, Marinus would notice Seto’s absence sooner or later. He returned to Holindo, who had woken Mayla.

The healer sat in the cot, leaning against the wall. She held a flask of water, taken from the open pack at Holindo’s feet. A gift from Corvus’ men or Holindo’s natural tendency to preparedness?

“Seto, what are you doing, you old fool?” Mayla said, her voice rasping. “You’ll kill us all.”

He grinned. “Isn’t it better to die free?”

“Not if the last words I hear are one of your tired quips, it isn’t.”

“Well I haven’t given up so easily.” He looked to Holindo. “Captain, can you keep a watch on the harbour?”

“Of course.”

Seto sat on the bed and removed Chelona. As he did, a wave of fatigue passed over him and he grunted. Even his bones ached – a little more than usual. Delightful.

“What is it, Seto?”

He held the mask in both hands where they rested in his lap, meeting her blue eyes. “Did they hurt you?”

“Bah. No more than I’d have expected and I’ve fared better than some. I’m useful to them, remember.”

“Indeed.”

“Seto, we don’t have time to waste. You have a plan, I assume?”

“Yes.” How much to reveal? As little as possible of course. “You know the palace as well as anyone. You were there when I left.”

“I was.”

“Mayla, tell me something. Was there a bastard? Did my brother leave behind any such indiscretions?”

“What are you up to?” She straightened. “Don’t throw your life away in some grand gesture, Seto. The city needs you.”

He took her hand. “You are a dear lady, Mayla. But no, I am planning for the future. Chelona requires a Successor.” There. The lie was plausible enough.

Mayla sighed. “Not a fate I’d wish upon anyone, truly.”

Seto straightened. “Then there is a child?”

“I don’t know for certain.” Mayla lay back again to rub at her temples. “She may not have survived but there was a child once. To a minor noblewoman...a proud one. I think her name...yes, it was Lady Cera, I’m sure of it. She was not treated well afterwards either. I can think of no instance where Otonos acknowledged the child but Cera never spoke of it. Naturally, your brother extracted an oath from me.”

“Such was his way,” Seto murmured. Lady Cera. Yet more fuel behind her attempt on the throne. It had obviously been her desire to finally place her daughter in power. Doubtless she would have meant to kill Prince Oson too, at a time of her choosing. After a grandchild was born, perhaps? And probably before killing Otonos, in order to see him suffer at his son’s death. And the queen, had she too, fallen afoul of Cera? Seto had not heard from the queen, despite the missives he sent prior to the invasion.

Seto had to wonder whether Solicci knew the true depths of his onetime mistresses’ desperation? Doubtful – Cera wouldn’t have shared such a shameful rejection.

And now Seto would be the one to take her daughter; leave her with nothing.

Chelona gave a faint pulse. Sympathy for usurpers?

“Seto, what is it?” Mayla asked.

“Nothing,” he said. “It is only that Lady Cera has not been seen since I took the throne.” He sighed. “But I will find her.”

A sense of approval washed over him from the Greatmask.

“My King, we should leave,” Holindo said from the door.

Seto stood. “Yes?”

“Trouble.”
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Chapter 25.
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Seto helped Mayla to her feet and joined Holindo at the door.

An orange glow of fire lit the buildings at the end of the street. Had Marinus struck? “Damn him.” He strode further along the cobblestones, squinting – but it was not fire but the glow from a pair of masked figures, whose blue cloaks were dark in the light, as they charged along the harbour.

Heading for Corvus’ ship.

“We should leave,” Holindo said.

“Truly. To the Harper then, Corvus will have to take care of himself.”

Seto led them along the dark streets, bare glimpses of light from the stars hitting the gleaming stones, passing no-one, his steps aided by Chelona, and Mayla assisted by Holindo as they climbed toward the Second Tier.

The Sacrifice is not within your one-time inn, Oseto.

He slowed at her voice but kept on. “A necessary detour, My Lady,” he murmured beneath his breath.

Let it be swift.

He nodded, an unnecessary gesture, truly – but speaking aloud with her any further would only reveal his shame. But even as his tread grew heavier, he knew; he would not turn away. When he reached Cera and her daughter the young girl would be Sacrifice, no matter her potential innocence. After all, Cera had probably poisoned the girl against the city...he sneered beneath Chelona.

How easy to justify his cowardice.

A shadow whipped across the street before him. Seto came to a halt, listening. Holindo and Mayla paused too, the captain drawing a sword.

“Someone watches us,” Holindo said.

Seto drew his own blade.

Light bloomed and a figure stepped from an alley, a spluttering torch in hand. His face was twisted into a snarl and tears glinted on his cheeks.

“You whoreson bastard.” The fellow’s jaw was clenched.

Seto stepped back. A stout barrel rested beneath the man’s arm, the lid closed. Not dissimilar to the larger barrels of acor Vinezi used. If it was acor...“Wait,” Seto cried. “I am not what I seem.”

“You killed her,” he screeched, staggering forward.

“Run,” Seto cried to Holindo and Mayla. They hesitated. He waved a hand. “We don’t know if the mask will –”

The man charged. Barely two steps away and he jammed his torch into the lid.

Orange roared into Seto.

And stopped.

Fire spread like liquid in the air before him, as if a glass barrier had snapped down. A mild heat buffeted him as flames covered the entire street and shards of stone and bone shattered against the invisible shield.

The vengeful man had disappeared in the flash.

Seto straightened from where he’d flinched. He glanced over his shoulder, Holindo and Mayla had been thrown to the cobblestones but they appeared unhurt.

Bah! I have had enough, Oseto. We are leaving.

“My Lady, please –”

The street spun in a blur of red and black. He flailed as the ground fell from beneath him and a howling rose...and then darkness. Seto removed the mask and rubbed at his eyes but nothing changed. When he stepped forward, his feet met nothing yet he did not fall. In fact, had he even taken a step? Was he floating?

He replaced Chelona. “My Lady, where are we?”

Hiding. And we must do so for some time now. Annoyance gave her voice a shortness. I was a fool to let you dally.

“From the Ecsoli?”

Yes. Now that I have been forced to show my hand, some have began to seek me.

“Will they locate us?”

Perhaps. But not before your task is complete – which will be soon indeed.

“Then we’re in the Celnos Mountains?”

Yes. From your memories, I see that Lady Cera and her daughter’s property lies further east than our position. Admittedly, I have simply jerked you ‘away’ only. The explosion was most sudden.

“Indeed, My Lady.” He closed his eyes to the strange, weightless dark. A slight improvement – he no longer felt he was spinning in place. “Then the Ecsoli are some distance beneath us – it will take them time to search. Are Holindo and Mayla safe?”

We will not tarry, no – and your comrades continue toward your inn.

“Thank you,” he said. Another small blessing. “Can the Ecsoli not simply replicate your...travelling?”

Some few, perhaps.

“But they possess Greatmasks – are their masks so incapable?”

I thought you understood, Little Oseto. My knowledge and abilities are vast for I am older, I am generations old. The Ecsoli possess masks created from Sea Gods, yes. But you must understand the society your forebears left behind.

“All I can say is that it appears fierce. Competitive.”

Assuredly. Such Greatmasks change hands often, compared to masks as I and Argeon or Osani. We existed before Ecsoli-Regno came to be. Some masks, such as Rael with Marinus, have been in his family from the day your ancestors set sail – but most masks the Ecsoli bring, while powerful, are young and thin. They know little save war and conflict. And they are broken and repaired, fragmenting – destroying Lineage. Some are even spent, used, much the way your so-called ‘Harbour Witch’ operates.

“Then they can be defeated.”

None are infallible. Now, I trust your mind is at ease.

“Somewhat, yes.”

That is well. Come, it is time to finish the Sacrifice.

Light seeped into the blackness, revealing a windswept landscape of grey rock, dominated by a row of stone-pine and an ageing keep. Black tile covered its sloping roof and a single tower that stretched to the overcast sky. The dim crash of waves on rocks echoed up – to the right of the keep lay the ocean, stretching further than his old eyes could fathom.

“We are at the Cera’s Keep? I did not feel anything.”

I was not rushing this time.

Seto pushed himself along the trail, blue cloak fluttering around his ankles. At least it was warm – just like the red robes of the Mascare. Ahead, the gate stood closed and no light glowed in the windows, no movement on the walls save for a glossy black raven. Was the keep even inhabited? It was supposed that Lady Cera fled here, but that did not indicate that she had remained.

There is life within the walls.

“Cera and her daughter?”

The bones within feel familiar.

At the gate he paused to examine a dark stain that had sunk deep into the stone beside the wall. Blood? How old? No signs of a battle. Back to the gate. Rain began to fall, tiny spots that darkened the wood before him. He reached forth and power pulsed through the mask and down his arm as Chelona pushed open the creaking gate.

A courtyard strewn with dead leaves waited beyond, fallen from the withered trees lining the marshalling area. To his left, an empty stable and, resting before stairs leading up into the keep, was a barren garden plot, sundial within its centre. Nowhere a hint of life.

“Chelona?” Despite her helping hand, her attention ranged about the mountains – across the sea, back below to Anaskar. A faint murmuring followed him as he strode across the courtyard; as if she were speaking in a language he could not quite fathom, with voices impossible to separate.

Other Greatmasks?

Perhaps, but as she wasn’t answering, he would have to fend for himself. Seto flipped a knife into his hand as he climbed the short flight of steps and pushed open the doors, each marked with the Kestrel of House Cera.

Within, a dark hallway stretched on, pale light striking down into a dusty marble floor. Footprints had stirred the dust, but not for some time. They led into the light. He followed, passing statues of Celnos and his huge hammer and windows crossed with steel moulding. A long table stood at the end of the hall, its surface covered in a white sheet, hints of oaken legs visible.

Another door beyond, revealing twin staircases, each curving up to opposite sides of the keep. Deep carpeting lay on the stone steps, handrails dull in the dim light. High above, a skylight was scuffed with generations of dirt and grime. There were still no sounds in the keep other than those he made himself.

At the top of the stair he followed a balcony to the first door – locked. The next, only bulky shapes of furniture beneath more white sheets. The final door on the balcony led to another passage lit by more windows, these no more than archer’s slots. Beneath, the stony ground ran to a short stone wall and beyond, trees of twisted iron before a cliff.

Another staircase waited at the end of the passage. His legs protested as he climbed the spiral and he had to pause before the door at the top to catch his breath. The top of a tower. He muttered a curse. Something had better be waiting inside.

Seto pushed on the door and stepped within.
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Chapter 26.
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Ain slowed.

She stood away from everyone, feet deep in the soft sand and the breeze – which had finally died down – setting the ends of her long black hair to waving. The sun peered through the clouds and then disappeared again; changing light falling across her form.

Ain stopped behind her, near enough to touch but he didn’t reach out, not yet. Sands, at last. “My love.”

She spun and her eyes were wide. “Ain?”

He pulled her close, eyes filling with tears. Her hands dug into his back but it was wonderful. She hadn’t changed – except for her stomach, which strained against her robe a little. And perhaps a weariness to her eyes, but she was alive. He was alive! And they were together again.

He squeezed her. “Are you all right?”

“I am, I am.” Silaj smiled. “You were gone so long...every day I hoped you would return. Feared you may not. But you’re here now.”

“I know.” He placed a hand on her stomach. “How is our child?”

“Well, Ain. Healthy from all signs at least.” She drew him to a long, smooth stone peeking from the sand. From their vantage point on the rise, he looked down across endless dunes of ruffled sand. The bustle of camp washed over their backs; pots clanging and the flap of canvas, so many familiar voices. Somewhere in the camp, Schan was preparing to leave and Wayrn was under guard. Not unlike the time Ain spent in Anaskar’s palace. “Thank the Sands that you are home now. A hero.” She lowered her voice. “We need one, Ain. You’ve heard about the killings?”

He nodded. She didn’t know, Sands. He studied the distant horizon... “Silaj, there is something I must tell you.”

“Ain?”

“Schan and I...we are not heroes. We found the Sea Shrine and it didn’t matter. It did not break them, even when we used it. The city was too strong.”

“What?” Her brow furrowed. “But you survived, you are triumphant, Ain, what are you saying? You came home. No-one has come home before.”

“We were captured and released to carry a message of peace.”

She hung her head. “This is terrible.”

“Silaj, what’s wrong?” He took her hands.

“Now Jali will have to live with the knowledge that you...” She straightened. “No. It does not matter anymore.”

“Please.” He strained to catch her words when she spoke.

“I am afraid that he will only know that you failed. That you failed the whole Cloud. Everyone was counting on you and now they will curse you. Or at best scorn you. I don’t want that – what it might do to Jali.”

He swallowed, even as he tried and failed to control a flush. “Do you believe that? That I failed?”

She turned to him, touching his cheek. “Oh Ain, no, you are no failure to me. But what will the Cloud believe?”

“We don’t need them, if that’s all they can see,” he said, steel creeping into his voice.

“What are you saying?”

He pulled her closer. “Nothing, nothing.”

She gave him a long look, the one that meant she wasn’t done questioning him, but that for now, she was going to let it go. “To tell the truth, it may not matter what anyone thinks. Not with those...creatures killing our people.”

“You must have been terrified.”

“Yes. And angry.” She clenched a fistful of sand. “They have no right to threaten our child.”

“The creatures of bone and shadow?”

“We barely had time to collect anything,” she said, weariness clear in her voice. “And when they attacked in the day, we shot them and hacked with our swords but nothing made any difference. They killed and retreated, only to kill again that night.”

“I may be able to confuse them,” he said. He pulled her closer, her shoulder a comforting weight against his chest. How wonderful, the smell of her hair – what if he lost her? “There’s something about the paths that...” he trailed off, then stood.

A swirl of dust rose over the dunes. From the west. A hand strayed to his knife. Old paths lurked beyond the dunes, one of the oldest resonated with the thrum of many feet.

It was the path the Western Clan would use to visit whenever the Search was launched.

And they had chosen not to this year – so why come now?

Darklings.

***
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Ain led Silaj back to her tent, where she caught his arm before he could head for the Elders’ pavilion.

“Do you really think the Wards will protect us?”

“I do. The darkling that followed did not enter,” he said, then hesitated.

“What?”

“There were enraged spirits by the Wards.” He kissed her cheek when her face fell. “We will find a way.”

She took his hand and squeezed before slipping inside.

A hand caught the tent flap and a woman with a hard face exited. Her hair was mostly dark but streaked with grey. Her eyebrows rose. “You might have survived the city of secrets but you’ve got a lot to learn about reassuring loved ones, Pathfinder.”

“Iahma.”

“You should have left it at the darklings, young man,” Silaj’s mother said.

He looked down. “You’re right.”

“Just go and find a way out of this.”

“I’ll try.” He ran back toward Elder Raila’s tent where a familiar figure stood staring out toward the haze of dust, a hand on his hilt. Jedda and his white beard, surrounded by other members of the Cloud, all who muttered as they waited.

“Jedda.”

He turned and his lined face broke into a smile. “Ain!” He caught Ain in a heavy hug and slapped his back. “Raila told me you survived. I’m happy, lad. More than I can say.”

“You’re not disappointed?”

He set Ain down. “Sands, no! So the first strike didn’t work, there’s always time for another.”

Ain drew in a shuddering breath. “Thank you. I hope everyone feels the same.”

Jedda placed a hand on his shoulder. “They do.”

“I haven’t seen Dadel or Majid. Did they...survive?”

His face darkened. “Yes. They’re here somewhere. Not all were so fortunate, we were lucky to escape when we did. It seems nothing can stop them.”

Ain nodded. “I know.” He looked over the crowd. “Who’s out there then?”

“We’ve sent runners, so we’ll know soon enough.”

“Western Clan, surely.”

“It seems likely.”

“More trouble,” Ain said.

“Best not to wish for it, lad.” Jedda wiped his brow. “But I think you’re right.”

“Perhaps we’ll discover why they never came?”

“Could do.” He paused. “The envoy seems a patient young man. He’s a little like you, that way.”

Ain pressed his lips together. Perhaps. But that didn’t appear to satisfy some of the Cloud, who’d given him suspicious looks since his return. “Not everyone would agree.”

“Admittedly, some resent that you returned with the envoy but don’t worry about them, lad. Most are impressed that you found the Shrine and lived. They are more determined, now that they know it didn’t work, to try a new approach.”

“Most?”

“Others believe the Sands caused you to fail because we sent you with a Warrior, that we broke tradition.”

“How predictable,” he muttered.

“Ain?”

“It doesn’t matter. Look.” He pointed. The first camels crested the dune and paused before heading down the slope, riders tall against the sky. Even from a distance it was clear. Western Clan. The Restless Ones. They rode with Cloud runners jogging beside them.

Had darklings driven them across the desert? Were the Clans surrounded, being driven together by the fell creatures? How did the Snakes fare? Would Schan even be able to reach them?

“Come on, lad. Raila will want you to hear whatever old Fai has to say.”

“She will?”

“Of course.” He grinned. “Get used to being included. Everyone will know your name soon.”

“For the right reasons?”

“I believe so.” Jedda led him to the pavilion, its flaps attended by a pair of guards. She stood before the entry and nodded to Ain and Jedda as she spoke to Kafik, whose expression was dark. “I hope they’ve left whatever problems they carry behind,” he was saying.

“Let’s wait and see, shall we? I believe there is still safety in numbers.”

Kafik continued in a lower voice, and soon Raila was frowning too.

The first riders were moving through the crowd, answering glad cries. They shared greetings as Fai, the Elder, moved into view, flanked by his two sons. ‘Old’ Fai, as Jedda said, was an understatement. The man’s face was so wrinkled that his eyes were almost hidden, and only a thin ring of white hair remained on the back of his head.

His sons were grey but somehow their father appeared more sprightly. The last time Fai had visited, he’d been smiling, but now he wore no smile.

Raila greeted him warmly and whisked the three into her tent with a complete lack of ceremony. Even Fai himself appeared surprised. Kafik signalled for Jedda and Ain to follow. Ain took a breath as he stepped inside the large tent and found a seat, a rare item of wood. Again, Raila handed out water and made introductions. “I believe Fai, you and your sons have not met Ain? He was younger when you last visited the Cloud.”

“He must have been young indeed.” Fai smiled, the expression mirrored by his sons. Each man was busy removing blades from their sheathes on their arms, setting bows in the corner. Their leather vests and tan pants were marked with three vertical lines. Restless as the wind.

Ain bowed his head from his sitting position.

Raila continued after glancing at Kafik. “Fai, Wajam and Palan, I believe you arrive at a time of great opportunity for the Medah.”

Fai scratched at white stubble on his cheek. “Is that why you rushed us inside, then? You know how we feel about the Search, old girl. And we have news of our own, you know.”

Raila shook her head, at herself it seemed to Ain. “Of course, I have become pre-occupied of late. It seems we each face a darkness – you too, have been driven from your home?”

“Driven is right.” Fai gestured outside. “We have many of the clan with us now, Raila.” His sons’ faces were grim. “Those who survived.”

Raila lowered her cup. “Death in shadow and bone?”

“You too?”

“We too.”

“That is grave news, we had hoped for help.”

“You have no idea as to what they are?”

“Not truly. But something has woken from beneath the Sands. Something old, I wouldn’t wonder. Our arrows could not touch them, but they still drew blood, dark and swift, as well I think you know. They hunt at night and they drove us from our dunes in a matter of days.”

“And they follow,” Wajam added.

Fai gave a short nod. “We never know which night they will strike but we always lose people and still no way to drive them off. We need your help.”

Raila sat back. “I am sorry for your many losses, Fai. It seems we face crisis upon crisis. The darklings, as Ain calls them, attack us during the daylight hours also.”

He rubbed his stubble on his chin. “You’re heading for the Wards?”

“Yes.” She hesitated. Kafik gave her a look. “We are. But this crisis has brought opportunity too. Ain here has found and activated the Sea Shrine but it did not defeat the Anaskari.”

Fai whistled as he gave Ain another look, clearly impressed. “That is momentous, but not a crisis of opportunity, surely?”

Ain looked away. How quickly his cheeks flushed.

His Elder nodded. “Only so much as we now also know that the Anaskari face the threat of invasion from a Renovar force with serious chance of victory.”

Kafik slapped the table. “A perfect time to strike. We are considering sending Schan of the Snakes home with an escort, in the hopes he can rally a force.”

Raila gave him a look. “But in light of Fai’s news, perhaps not. After all, there is no guarantee of success, Kafik. Yet beyond the Wards, who knows what we may find? Safety? Respite?”

He shrugged. “Nor is there ever a guarantee. But it is a chance.”

Fai was silent a moment. His sons exchanged looks when the hush stretched. Raila only waited but Jedda shifted beside Ain. He watched Fai for any hint of what the old Elder thought, but the man’s face gave nothing away.

Finally, “I am ashamed to admit such news might tempt me into action once again, were not my people in such peril. These Dunestalkers or ‘darklings’ – which they may well be – will bring us all enough death. We are setting up camp now, if you would accompany me to see something? We have a survivor.”

“Of course.”

“Thank you.” He led them from Raila’s tent and across the sand, his tread firm. Ain hung back to speak to Jedda.

“If someone survived a darkling attack, I wonder if they are Pathfinder?”

“Why so, lad?”

“Because I...I might be able to confuse the darklings, by doing something to the paths.”

“By the Sands, tell Raila.”

“I will, but it is nothing in the end.” He shrugged. “I cannot stop them.”

“One thing at a time.”

In the makeshift Western camp, camels were being picketed in neat lines and tan tents pegged down against a rising wind that whipped sand across their backs. Fai took them directly to a small, black tent set aside from a larger pavilion. Stacks of possessions already stood in rows between tent pegs, covered by treated hides. Had the Western Clan moved everything and everyone?

The Elder opened a flap and paused. “He may succumb to the attack at any time.”

“Who lies within?” Raila asked.

“Eyali. One of my nephews.”

She paused a moment. “I am sorry to hear that also.”

“He saved many lives with his act. Be warned, this is not dignified.”

Ain followed Jedda inside, crowding in with Fai, Raila and Kafik. Fai’s sons remained outside. The coppery scent of blood filled the space and a Warrior lay before them, his sword pinning one side of a stained sheet that covered his body. Fai removed the cloth gently.

Ain flinched.

Eyali’s skeleton had burst through the skin at every joint. A bloody pink knee and shin protruded from ragged skin and wet-looking flesh. His fingers were knobbly bones and even a rib was visible beneath his shirt. Worst of all was the face – as if half the flesh had melted away, or been peeled back from one side.

A rasping breathing filled the tent.

“How?” Raila’s voice barely broke the hush.

“We have no idea. Eyali didn’t fall at once. Whatever the Dunestalker did came on slowly in his case. Others died instantly, their flesh stripped away. Yet others...erupted in a burst of blood.”

“Can he hear us?”

“Perhaps. He spoke of them, before.”

Raila leant closer. “Eyali, it is Elder Raila from the Cloud. Can you tell us anything that might save your people?”

Ain leant after her, straining his ears.

“Bone,” the man breathed, his lips barely twitching.

The whole tent waited as he struggled to swallow. Fai held a cup for his nephew, trickling water into the man’s mouth. Blood spread from his wounds when he swallowed.

“Heart...of...bone. Heart,” he repeated then fell silent, his chest labouring.

“We fan the flames of his suffering,” Fai said.

Raila motioned for everyone to leave the dark tent.

Outside, Ain shivered in the sun. He moved away from the group, ignoring a word from Jedda as he stared at the dunes without seeing them.
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In the dim hideaway Sofia accepted Osani, placing his cold, smooth surface against her face and impeding the scent of wilted vegetables that drifted from Emilio’s pot. As ever, there was no real sense of Osani turning to her, he was simply a faint presence.

But at least it eased the growing ache.

“What will we do?” she asked her father. In the background, Alcina hummed to herself.

He straightened where he sat beside her, Argeon muted in the dim light. “I have come to realise, all my attempts at guile or force are as nothing to Osani, he simply does not hear. Instead, we will ask Argeon to help me strike a new arrangement with Osani. Something temporary.”

“That is possible?”

“Yes.” Had he hesitated for but a moment before he answered?

“But not before?”

“I must offer something I had not thought to offer. Nor wished to offer.”

“What?”

“A Sacrifice.”

Just as Tantos claimed. Her brother’s words echoed in her mind:

The Greatmasks require a Sacrifice. It’s part of what sustains them, and lends them such knowledge. Generations may pass before it’s needed, but at my and Father’s estimation, were I – or you – to bear children, one of them would have had to pay the price.

Her hand rose to Osani. “Tantos told me. Our children. Is that what you mean?”

“Yes. That may have been possible.”

Sofia straightened. “How could you hide that from me?” She struggled to keep her voice even. After his promises on the river, how could he continue to hide things – important things – from her?

“I could not tell you all. How could I, Petal? Nor was it ever certain; neither you nor Tantos were guaranteed to witness a Sacrifice. The masks do not often seek the very young, for there is more to absorb from those with a long life of knowledge and experience. Your children would have been adults before it was to happen and if the Gods were kind, you would have already lived a full life before any Sacrifice were required.”

“You promised not to keep secrets from me any longer.”

“We might have spoken earlier, during our flight, perhaps.”

He was right; there had been few opportunities and none so safe as at present. “True.” She sighed. “Then what of this arrangement with Osani?”

“I will offer myself in the stead of House Cavallo and when we have rid the city of the invaders, I will complete the Sacrifice.”

She stood. “No.”

Emilio paused his stirring and Alcina ceased her humming.

“It is the only way,” Father said, his voice calm, resigned. “We cannot hope to succeed with only Argeon.”

“There must be something else we can try.”

“I see no other option, Petal.”

“I will ask Argeon.”

“Ask him what?”

“Please.” She removed Osani and handed the Greatmask to her father. “Let me try.”

“Very well,” he said. “Only, do not hope for too much. I will attempt to reach Osani again.”

She placed Argeon on her face and his attention swept across her, a slight pulse of an acknowledgement, more than Osani ever afforded her. But Argeon was clearly distracted. The hint of many other masks, most young and very few truly old, were much on his mind, even as he cloaked the hideaway from the invaders.

Sofia kept her voice low. “Argeon, can you help us yet further?”

A flicker.

She focused on herself, picturing her commanding blue-cloaked invaders back, Osani on her face, but nothing changed. She altered the image to a conversation between her and Osani, picturing the mask glowing, but still Argeon offered no assistance.

Was she even explaining what she needed correctly?

Father was still engrossed with Osani; he hadn’t answered a question from Emilio about whether he knew where any herbs might be hidden away.

She whispered. “Argeon, is Tantos with you?”

A long moment of silence.

Then finally his voice, soft.

Sister – still you drag my ghost up from the bone.

“We need help and I can’t explain to Argeon. I don’t have any choice,” she said. “Our ancestors, those who stayed in the Old Land, have attacked.”

I see. Trouble indeed. A pause. His voice grew louder, as if he was waking from a deep sleep. But not my trouble, I am apart from it all now.

“That doesn’t mean you cannot help us.” She whispered again. “Ask Argeon how I can use Osani. Please.”

Tantos sighed. A moment.

Sofia clenched a fist. It had to be possible. The Houses bound each mask to their own bloodline but hadn’t Tantos used Osani at one point?

You may be able to offer Osani something in exchange for his help. Tantos’ voice returned with suddenness.

“Yes? Tell me, Tantos.”

You can offer him death; that is what he seeks, that which House Cavallo have long fought.

“You mean...”

Yes, his own. Osani is weary.

Sofia blinked. “But, why?”

Eternity is a difficult concept for humanity to conceive, I suspect. Awareness unending is a terrible thought, is it not? I imagine that nothing truly changes, or even matters, under such circumstances.

“That doesn’t make sense; are you saying the Greatmasks wish to die because they are bored?”

After a fashion perhaps – but only Osani. Since my death I have come to understand more of just how different each of the Greatmasks are. I imagine even Father has some knowledge of this, having spent so long with Argeon. Doubtless he has yet to share all he knows?

“This isn’t about Father.”

There was a sense that Tantos offered a wry smile. Of course. Well, let me simply say that Argeon is a Collector. He seeks knowledge on all things. The more Sacrifices that occur through the ages, the better as far as he is concerned. He watches and considers. That old Rat, King Seto? He is even now struggling with Chelona, who is always restless and eager to act. Chelona misses life more than anything and all those who’ve come before Seto have had to fight her desire to return.

“Wait, Seto found the Lost Mask? He’s alive?”

And she seeks to return to life. He toils in the Celnos Mountains as you and father sit in your Mascare bolthole.

“Can you help him?”

No, I cannot.

“But surely –”

Sofia, I am not Argeon. He does not do my bidding – I exist for him, as part of his greater whole, do you understand? I exist insomuch as he allows me to exist. Argeon does not care about Oseto or even Chelona, save to observe her. To learn, to see what new knowledge he may devour.

“Fine. I’ll save Seto myself.”

Straight after you banish those pesky Ecsoli, I take it?

“Stop,” she hissed.

Very well. Just remember that Osani wishes an end. I do not know how this might be, but Argeon is very curious. He will speak with Osani on this – and perhaps then Osani will answer Father.

“Is that how you were able to reach him? Before?” Sofia asked.

Farewell once more, Sister. Perhaps we will speak again – stay safe.

And then he was gone.

Sofia turned back to the others. Emilio was still at the tiny stove and Alcina had stretched out on the cot, drying clothes hanging from the ceiling between them. Father had leant against the wall, still attempting to reach Osani, it seemed.

She crossed the room. “Father?”

He did not respond. She touched his shoulder and still he did not stir. A faint glow rose from Osani and she stepped back. Finally! Was Tantos correct? In her hands a sense of...something, awareness passing between masks.

How long would such a new arrangement take?

She joined Emilio, who replaced the lid on his pot. “Is everything well?”

“I think Father has been able to reach Osani.”

“Good news at last.”

Sofia nodded, even as her shoulders slumped. “I only hope it is enough.”

“Why don’t you sleep for a time?” he asked. “Take the other cot. I will wake you when the meal is ready.”

“Thank you.” Sofia moved to the cot opposite Alcina and climbed in, lying back, and closed her eyes, letting her shoulders sink back into the mattress.

It was still dark when he woke her. “It is ready.”

Sofia rose, her limbs free of any ache – thanks to Argeon. Father’s cure was still a work in progress; she didn’t want to take any chances.

Father and Alcina sat on her bed, bowls of steaming stew in their hands, lit by the embers of the stove. Shadows covered their faces, adding a grim aspect to the scene – but both ate with some relish.

Emilio brought the last two bowls over, sitting beside Sofia. “It is plain I fear, but at least it’s warm,” he murmured.

She accepted, mouth watering. The dried meat was a little tough and salty but she ate quickly, warmth spreading in her stomach. She leant back when the bottom of the bowl became visible beneath the scrape of her spoon.

“A new contract has been arranged,” her Father said when he too leant back.

“Then he will help us?” she asked.

“Yes. Osani will join us in our battle – on the condition that I personally seek a way to end his existence once the city is free. He has...extracted an oath that is binding and while I have no idea of how this might be achieved, we must focus on one concern at once.”

Sofia felt a slither of tension ease. It might not be much, but it was something, at least. Two Greatmasks were better than one.

“To the Harper then?” Emilio asked.

“Yes. We will leave before dawn; I do not yet know the full extent of the Ecsoli patrols. From there we plan the retaking of our city.”

“Quite a feat with only two masks,” Alcina added.

“True,” he said.

Sofia placed her bowl aside. “It could become three.”

“Three?” her father asked.

“When I spoke to Argeon he told me that Seto had found Chelona.” No point mentioning Tantos now. “Only, he is somewhere in the mountains above the city, fighting for control.”

Her father folded his hands on the table. “Truly? The Lost Mask is found? This could be a great boon. I will seek him now.” His mask glowed a moment, then faded to a softer light. Time passed with only the sound of Emilio removing their bowls.

Finally, her father leant back with a sigh. “I cannot reach him – something blocks me. Nevertheless, we will now add the recovery of Oseto to our list of mighty tasks.”

“So be it,” Emilio said. “We will prevail, Lord Protector.”

“Thank you, Captain.” To Alcina he said, “When we rise on the morrow, where would you have us take you, lady?”

“To the Harper. Whatever my fate, it will find me there as easily as anywhere else.”

“The Queen’s Harper it is then,” her father said.

Sofia finished the last of her stew and stood. “I will take first watch – I’m not very tired.”

“I will take the last – the night is not young,” her father said. “Captain, lady, please sleep through,” her father said. “Sofia, let Argeon keep you informed.”

Sofia moved her chair nearer the bolted door. Tomorrow would mark the beginning of a dark struggle – one that she would be leading with Father, now that Argeon was her responsibility once more. A familiar, almost welcome burden. All her time in the Bloodwood with Argeon had revealed something – she had been worthy. She evaded the Sap-Born, she saved her father. Despite the Greatmask’s distant nature, they worked together well now.

And even though she did not fully understand the Greatmasks, and with little time to learn, there was no choice. She would remain strong like Father; she was Casa Falco. She would claw the city back from the Ecsoli, restore her all that had been taken. Father’s role, the honour of her House, her own future.

Everything that ought to have happened before the Ecsoli came, before Vinezi, the chance to be a young woman – not a child, not frivolous, but young enough to dream still. Not to fear. Not to worry. But to hope, to think about what could be...what might the future be with Emilio. To plan even, her life with him at her side, her future as Successor, and leader for her people.

“Whatever happens,” she whispered beneath her breath.
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Chapter 28.
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Notch lowered his cup of fire-lemon onto the Harper’s worn kitchen bench top, warmth from the ovens soothing the ache in his back and leg, the fire in his throat widening his eyes momentarily. Worth waiting for. He lifted his father’s sword, the edge catching the firelight. “And I finally got this back,” he said, finishing his story.

Flir smiled. “I noticed. I know you missed it.”

“I wish it were worth more when it came to the Ecsoli. I’m guessing they simply took the city?”

“They didn’t even pause. They just rolled over Shield and Renovar alike,” Flir said. She swallowed and pressed her lips together. “I made a mistake, Notch. I went after the ships and the acor when I should have stayed with him.”

“He might still be alive, you know.”

She shook her head and her eyes glistened in the firelight. “Don’t do that. Don’t give me false hope. Mishalar be damned, I’ve been doing that to myself for too long already.”

He looked away, pain growing in his heart. She was right. Luik wouldn’t have let anything stop him from returning the fight. Once, he’d broken free of a group of bandits and tracked their comrades three days with a broken leg to rescue Flir, who’d been drugged – seeing as nothing else would have held her.

Celnos, let the big fool be safe.

Notch toyed with the bottle of fire-lemon. Was it a futile prayer? For that was war – thief of life. Ever-hungry. First Raff and now Luik. And dozens of other friends too. He refilled his cup with a deep sigh. “Don’t blame yourself, Flir. You searched for him.”

“Not enough. We should never have split up.”

“That’s not how a battle goes. You have to take risks; they don’t always pan out.”

“Knowing that doesn’t bring him back.”

“I know.”

She glanced at him. “Pour me another too.”

Footsteps approached and Kanis appeared. Notch appraised the man. What was the fellow’s game? Attacking the city and then simply giving up at Flir’s insistence? Maybe he just wanted revenge for his ship and men. Just how dangerous was he? Kanis wore vest and pants and already his arm was healed – he used it now to wave back toward the stairs. “Someone’s here to see us. The Lord Protector or something.”

“Danillo?” Flir asked.

“Is a young lady with him?” Notch spoke, his words almost atop Flir’s.

Kanis shrugged. “I think so.” He turned and started back up the stair. “There are a few of them and they want to speak to you, anyway, so let’s get the meeting started.”

Flir took a step after but Notch caught her shoulder. Sofia might be up there but he had to be sure Flir knew what she was doing before he let himself feel even cautious relief. “Flir?”

“Not now, Notch.”

“You learnt how to read minds while I was away, did you?”

She grinned. “Perhaps.” But her grin didn’t last. “I know Kanis isn’t to be trusted, Notch but I want him where I can keep an eye on him.”

“He’s the one you mentioned before. Who taught you about being dilar.”

“Among other things. He’s a thief but not like Seto.” She made a fist. “And if he hadn’t have come Luik would be here.”

“If Vinezi hadn’t come.”

She gave a short nod.

“Well, you don’t mind if I keep an eye on Kanis too?”

“No. Just don’t provoke him, he’s dilar, remember.”

“I’m fine – I’ve got you to protect me.”

She hesitated a moment, then stretched up onto her toes and kissed his cheek. “You do. Better not keep them waiting.”

He blinked, then followed. What was happening? Flir was never this open – she had to be afraid. Truly afraid.

Which meant he ought to be terrified.

***
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It was a crowded table in the Harper’s basement – both in terms of numbers and personalities. People sat on chairs and crates of fire-lemon, whatever was available. Notch barely got a word out and after stories had been shared; the planning began to circle itself and he soon left, climbing the stairs to find new wick for one of the lamps in the quiet common room.

“Notch?”

He rose. Sofia had followed him. She’d removed Argeon and her eyes were full of concern and weariness as she pushed her dark hair back. It was good to see her face, despite her obvious exhaustion. “I’m well enough,” he said. “I just wish there was something I could do. Right now. We’re not achieving anything down there.”

“I know. Everyone has an idea. Let me.” She held the lamp for him while he fished through the small tin Seto kept behind the bar. “I didn’t get to tell you, before, I’m sorry about Nia.”

“Me too. But I haven’t given up,” he said. “And seeing you, Emilio and Danillo, well, it gives me hope.”

She nodded. “And Luik?”

Notch shook his head.

Her expression fell a little further but she put a hand over his own, her skin so much softer than his. “Help me set everyone on the right path.”

Notch smiled – had the Gods been kinder, he and Amina might have been lucky enough to have a daughter like Sofia. Her resolve...she had truly grown into her role of Successor. If Anaskar survived the Ecsoli, it would be in good hands. “I am proud of you, Sofia,” he said.

Surprise registered on her face, then a blush grew on her cheeks. “Thank you, Notch. You’re kind to say it.”

“No. It is the truth – I remember when you first came to the Harper, you’re almost a different person now. Your confidence shows.”

“Inside I’m still afraid.”

“We all are.” He rested a hand on her shoulder. “But I know you’ll face down whatever is thrown at you.”

“I hope so.”

“You will.” He led her back to the meeting.

Sofia resumed her seat at the head of the table, beside her father, Emilio close by. The Captain had regained some weight, the gaunt look gone from his face. Flir and Pevin were opposite, she was tapping a finger on the table, which left Kanis beside her and Captain Holindo in turn, who’d provided much information upon miraculously stumbling in after Danillo and Sofia, Notch’s empty seat waiting between Pevin and Ciano. So far, no-one could quite decide, yet all were agreed – even with the luck of now having two Greatmasks, it would take more to wrest the city from the hands of the Ecsoli.

Notch re-lit the lamp, brightening the room a little. It hadn’t been so long ago that he was in the same cold basement, trying to beat information out of Vinezi.

Sofia had already taken her father’s arm. “Father, we’re going in circles.”

He paused, then stood, leaning his hands against the table. It was still odd to actually see the man’s face – beard touched with silver and dark eyes deep with sorrow – yet a fierceness lent him an air of power, even without the mask. “Sofia is right. Let us step back. We risk trapping ourselves with indecision. Can we agree that there are four chief, interconnected tasks to be completed?” He continued with barely a pause, quieting the room. “One. Reclaim bones of the Sea-Beast in order to carve more Greatmasks.”

“Don’t forget Seto’s mask,” Sofia added.

“Yes.” He raised a hand, counting off a second finger. “And closely related to that task is the second; rescue the king from his struggle in the Celnos Mountains.” Another finger. “Three, locate acor to use against the Ecsoli in the meantime. Four, discover more about the link between Vinezi and Marinus. And I would also add a fifth task, we must locate Abrensi and Lavinia too for their power may help, just as their line is precious. Is that a reasonable assessment?”

Nods around the table.

“Next – and it would be folly to suggest otherwise – we must divide our strengths.”

“Yes, but how?” Flir asked. “We are too few to accomplish all that, surely? If we stay together and tackled each task together, we’ll have a better chance of success.”

“Perhaps there are tasks that might be completed as a single force, at first,” Danillo said.

“Exactly,” Kanis agreed. “We can simply swim down to my ship and salvage what’s left. It was protected against water – there will be enough to cause real trouble. My Lord,” he added.

“Do you really think it has survived?” Flir said. “At the bottom of the harbour for weeks?”

“We won’t know until we take a look. You’ve already told me you have friends who can help. The Fish-People.”

“Fish-People?” Notch asked.

Flir shook her head. “It doesn’t matter because we’re not going to do that. It will be more reliable to break into the palace and take whatever acor is left in the dungeon, where Seto hid it.”

“Planning to kick your way through all those Greatsuits, Flir?” Kanis asked.

“I can be subtle – unlike you.”

“Be calm,” Danillo said. “We will attempt both courses of action. The harbour first for there is less risk if we fail, unlike sneaking into the palace – of which there are several ways I can lead us if or when we need to do so.”

“There is one other who might help us in the harbour,” Notch said. “Captain Melosi is trapped by the blockade. He will fight with us if we can free him.”

“Good. Our allies grow,” Danillo said. “Thank you, Captain.”

Holindo leant forward. “How do we go about stealing the bone?” he rasped. “A raid on the Ecsoli boats?”

“Or risk the palace,” Pevin added.

“There is the breastplate I found at the explosion site,” Notch said, gesturing behind him to where it lay against the wall. “It’s not much of a clue but if we can find out whoever is leading the resistance, we might be able to share in their store of acor too – if they survive. And if they have any left.”

Flir nodded. “I’d guess they found barrels that went unexploded during the attack.”

“There’s still a problem we’ve overlooked, Father,” Sofia said. She was frowning at the table.

“Go on,” he said.

“We don’t know how to carve a Greatsuit, do we?”

“Not I, but Argeon will teach you, Sofia – worry not there. We must first worry about collecting enough.”

“Can anyone use it?” Kanis asked.

Sofia shook her head. “I’m betting only Anaskari bloodline.”

“Pity,” he said.

“Not from where I’m sitting,” Notch muttered beneath his breath.

“And the rescue of Seto and Chelona?” Holindo asked, his expression one of guarded concern.

“Either up the mountain from within the Tier wall or the Thunder Pass,” Flir said. “Both have their own dangers. Especially if Marinus has already given chase.”

“It’s possible,” Holindo said.

“Don’t you also need a ground force?” Kanis said. “There’s still the giants to worry about.”

“Leave that to me,” Holindo offered. “I can gather a sizeable force. Though we won’t be much use until those suits are dealt with.”

“Good. What remains?” Danillo asked the table.

Notch tapped a finger on the tabletop. Wasn’t there something else? Something minor? He’d been meaning to tell someone...something, hadn’t he? But there was too much crammed into his mind. He shook his head. What had it been? The Oyn-Dir’s warning about the peak of Celnos? No, it didn’t seem to be it. But he shared the warning nonetheless, which the Lord Protector considered before continuing.

“Very well. Let this be our path. Flir and Kanis will seek acor from the harbour, assisted by Pevin. Medoro, you will arrange for Captain Melosi if required. Captain Holindo and Ciano – you will begin assembling infantry, while searching for the brave souls who have attacked the Ecsoli with acor. I will infiltrate the palace to spy on Marinus, if he is there, and seek acor.” He paused. “Sofia, Emilio and Medoro you will search for Abrensi and Lavinia. Argeon will assist you in this, I’m sure.”

“And Metti,” Sofia added.

“Yes. Good, I would hate to overlook her.”

“And what of Vinezi?” Flir asked.

“Then we are assuming he’s alive?” Kanis asked.

“Despite the corpse we burnt, I do wonder if I shouldn’t be too confident of his death. He’s returned before, why not again?”

“Let us gather more information before we decide how to deal with Vinezi,” said Danillo.

Kanis sighed. “Is anyone else hungry?”

Pevin covered a small smile with his hand and Flir groaned, but Danillo chuckled. “Perhaps a moment to eat would not be unwise,” he said. “Ciano? Is the kitchen available?”

“Of course, Lord Protector,” he said. “Follow me and we’ll find something.”

Notch rose but returned to the near-empty common room for a drink instead. He ordered at the bar then ducked beyond the firelight to a dark table, where he nursed the cold mug when it arrived. What had he overlooked? Something nibbled at the edge of memory.

But instead, there was the city, full of blue-cloaks and white bones, full of ashes and faces slack with fear, full of quiet where markets once buzzed, instead there was a new emptiness where he should have been able to expect Luik’s large shape beside him or a quiet, calm interjection whenever Flir was about to lose her temper.

“Or mine,” he muttered into his drink.
Gods, it was too soon to lose him.
The door flung open, a gust of chill wind on its heels. One of the servers, a young man with a limp, rushed over to close it but an Ecsoli entered. The man paused, then shoved the server aside, strode to the bar and ordered fire-lemon in his archaic accent.

The barman provided the drink but did not ask for any coin.

Conversation from the few patrons had died away. Notch glanced toward the kitchen. Celno, let them stay within. Flir was most certainly still wanted after what she’d done and if Sofia or Danillo entered with the Greatmasks...

“Another,” the Ecsoli said. Then he produced a thin piece of reed and inserted it into his mask to drink. The serving boy moved to the kitchen and returned with a plate of roast chicken. As he passed the bar, the Ecsoli gave a flick of his finger, and the young man tripped, scattering food across the floor.

No-one spoke.

The blue cloak barked a laugh from behind his mask. He flipped his hand again, a faint glow visible across the fingers of his gauntlet. At his gesture, the young man rolled onto his back. The Ecsoli twisted his wrist and the lad was thrown back onto his face.

Again, and this time the boy struck his head on the hard floor, crying out.

But the invader was not finished.

Another gesture and again the server was slammed down, limbs flailing as he struck and bounced. Notch clenched a fist beneath the table. The scum wasn’t going to stop. The kid was going to die.

Bastard!

Notch stood and hurled his chair in a single motion.

It flew across the room but smacked only air before the Ecsoli, as his head snapped up. Notch charged. At any moment he could be thrown across the room or worse – yet the man let him close the distance and swing –

Fire exploded in his elbow.

He screamed. Pain shot into his shoulder and down to his wrist, arm dangling at the elbow as he staggered back. The Ecsoli kicked him to the floor. Before Notch could rise, the man jammed his boot down, grinding Notch’s head into the floorboards.

“Bad idea – now you can wait while I finish,” the Ecsoli said.

From the distorted view afforded him of the kitchen, he saw Flir inch the door open. He managed to meet her gaze, motioning for her to stay away with the fingers of his good arm. The Ecsoli sipped at his drink, his back to the door.

Flir retreated, but did not let the door close fully.

His elbow throbbed and grit bit at his cheek but he made no sound and did not move. The serving lad stood and scrambled away, stumbling into a table. He held a hand to his head and when it came away from his dark hair, blood streaked his palm. The Ecsoli did not seem to mind, only rolling his boot over Notch’s head idly.

Time wore on. Notch’s arm, flung out before him on the floor, twitched. Was it already beginning to swell, or was his vision simply distorted?

Finally the man lifted his foot.

Notch squinted at the new light but didn’t try and rise. A mask of bone stared down at him. “Get used to us if you want to live, fellow.”

The Ecsoli walked from the common room, swaying just enough to grab for the doorjamb as he opened the door and returned to the dark, rainy street. Notch rolled onto his side, clutching his arm to his chest and spitting a curse.

“Thank you, sir, thank you,” someone was repeating the words above him as figures crowded around. Unfamiliar faces and the barman and Sofia and Flir. One face belonged to the young man.

Flir placed a hand on his shoulder. “Alfeo, go and get Mayla.”

“Notch, can you stand?” Sofia asked.

“I can manage,” he said, climbing to his feet. He looked to the boy, who’d already reached the steps to the upper floor. “Wait, lad. I’ll go to her.”

“No, take him downstairs, out of sight,” Danillo said.

Flir grinned at him. “That was stupid, Notch, you know that?”

“I know.”

“He could have done a lot worse.”

He grunted. “This isn’t exactly a scratch.”

“Quickly.” Danillo spoke from behind as Sofia led Notch back down to the basement. He glanced over his shoulder as he started the descent, caught the eye of the young man and winked at the lad.
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Chapter 29.


[image: image]


Vinezi placed the woman’s body at the foot of the Regeneration Pool and heaved a sigh in the flickering torchlight. His shoulders ached from carrying her dead weight and the coppery-scent of blood lay heavy about his robe. Each time he turned his head, even slightly, there it was.

Tarvilus knelt beside the woman, examining leg and arm. “She will be perfect.”

“Be quick about it,” Vinezi said. “The Os-Venor have risen.”

His brother paused. “Here?”

“Yes. They emptied the village. Who knows where they will turn now.”

“You saw more than one?”

Vinezi waved a hand. “I saw none. However, the other bodies were torn apart, exactly like the dead from Ecsoli.”

“Then we did wake something ancient.”

“Perhaps. Perhaps someone else. Yet, it is no coincidence I suspect, that their numbers spike after each Sea-God dies; and shortly before our arrival here, a God had died.”

Tarvilus nodded slowly. “And now we continue to reap such rewards as the Os-Venor, a whole continent away.”

“So be it,” Vinezi said. “With the novatura we will deal with Marinus and then uncover the mystery. But not before.”

“It’s never that simple with the Os-Venor.”

“That I know. Yet we must finish here first; the temple is well-guarded against such surprises.”

“Very well.” Tarvilus lifted the body and slid her into the pool. It enveloped the dead woman with a sloshing, thick and slow.

“How long?”

“By dawn.”

“And the prisoners?”

“Doing as instructed. Did you find anything good to eat?”

“Rabbits – below, in the kitchen,” Vinezi said.

“Wonderful. I’ve had enough of dried food.”

Vinezi checked on the Singers, passing Alosus, who slept, slumped against the wall, chains still in place. Lavinia sat on the rusted chair, her murmuring chant a sweet music. He paused to listen. If only there were some way to capture the sound of her voice. Not only could he enjoy it at a time of his choosing then, but it would free her to assist with other defensive and offensive chants.

Abrensi slept on the cot in the adjoining room.

Vinezi nudged the man with his boot until the fellow opened his eyes.

“You again,” Abrensi groaned as he woke. He propped himself up as best he could, with hands bound.

“I indeed. Show me the Chant of Sleep.”

“How sweetly you ask, O Masterful Master,” his said, his voice cracking.

Vinezi frowned as he handed over a cup of water. “Drink if you must.”

The Storm Singer took the cup in both hands, raising it to drink with some difficulty but managing not to spill too much, Vinezi noted when the man lowered the cup. “Pure, pure nectar.”

“The chant.”

Abrensi grinned. “Testy, aren’t we?”

Vinezi drew back a hand...and lowered it. To strike a Storm Singer...even here he could not. In the Land of the Sun it he would have lost a suit or mask for doing so. Or, for a commoner or even a Carver, the hand that struck the Singer.

But Abrensi knew none of that.

And the new land need not suffer such rules. The Singer was a tool, no more. “Certainly I can work some of my frustration free on Lavinia, if you’d prefer?”

Abrensi shrugged and began to Chant. His voice filled the chamber, a slower, gentle sound that tugged at Vinezi’s eyelids, slowing his thoughts. His limbs began to grow heavy. The words were learned as required but some of the inflection was off. Vinezi clasped the knuckle bone in his robe pocket and with the Compelling, twisted the bones in his own forearm a little, just enough for the pain to banish the growing effects of the chant.

Had Abrensi perfected the inflection right away, the effect of the chant would have been much stronger. Just how powerful was this Storm Singer? Vinezi concealed his surprise with a shake of his head. Abrensi had shown hints of endurance and was a quick study, but even during his capture, he’d not appeared so strong.

“You need to shorten your vowels in the second phrase,” Vinezi said. “For now, rest. Your shift will begin soon.”

Abrensi sighed. “You know we are wasting our time.”

Vinezi stopped in the doorway. “Are we?”

“No-one has searched for I don’t know how long now. They’ve given up.”

“Then you do not know my brother.”

He walked on, passing Lavinia but stopping in the next chamber when Alosus, who had risen, glared at him and finally spoke, deep voice rumbling. “I have foreseen your death.”

Vinezi laughed. “Which one? I have died and returned twice now.”

“A final death.”

“More Gigansi fantasies, I take it? What is it you fools call it? ‘Reading the Sun’? Tell me, how many sunrises do I have left, then?”

“Few now. Forces are lining up to take your life.”

“And do you know what will happen to your son, should I die here, before my goal is achieved?”

Alosus said nothing, but his eyes continued to smoulder.

“My Seneschal has orders to sell your child to the Porvetti, if I do not contact him each month.” He folded his arms. Of course, Alosus did not know Vinezi could not reach Ecsoli unaided, not without a complete novatura, and that by now, the child was doubtless already sold to the slavers. “Are you sure you want my death to come to pass?”

“Blast you,” he spat.

Vinezi walked on, passing the Regeneration Pool and moving into a room that would have once been used to store blood of the Sea Gods. In any event, its purpose was now that of carving; shelves had been moved and space created for his tools.

A variety of chisels rested in a leather tool-belt, their bone handles bright in the torchlight, one still bearing smudges of blood from his last work. Spread across the shelves were various pieces of bone armour. He placed his gauntlet down beside the other four – he had not enough bone to make a sixth.

Julas or Tarvilus would have to do with one.

Three breastplates – carved in interlocking pieces, since Tarvilus had not been able to steal enough raw material or existing bone to make single items. Yet, there was more bone here than he’d handled in years, even with the shortage. Three masks also, two young masks taken from dead Ecsoli in the streets of Anaskar, one older, salvaged from the harbour.

Still, not a single one of them was a shadow on Rael. Of course, Marinus would only release his Greatmask on the moment of his death.

Which suited Vinezi fine.

With the makeshift – but solid – novatura he and his brothers would wear, along with two Storm Singers, Vinezi held all the advantages he needed. “Finish before you dream,” he muttered, selecting a chisel.

There was a pattern that needed to be refined before the first suit could be completed. He lifted a small hammer and set the chisel blade to the bone and tapped three lines. Two started together at one end before curving away from each other, the third crossed the two. This pattern he repeated on a piece of the breastplate that was to be joined, the old symbol for ‘movement’ would match up and allow the piece of armour to shift as required, without cracking under strain of regular activity.

He worked on, dimly aware of the switch between Storm Singers, and at one point, Tarvilus coming to say that Julas had been regenerated and was now resting. Vinezi had waved a hand covered in bone dust. “See to him.”

When his torch began to struggle he replaced it with a curse, returning to the bench and lifting his chisel once more, only this time, it was a smaller head. The blade was but half the length of his fingernail. He set it to the space within patterns and started anew.

His first two passes had been enough – but only under normal circumstances. There would be nothing normal about the battle to come. Marinus would surely throw everything at him in retrieving the Crucible and winning his own revenge. And Rael would be an advantage, which meant the suits Vinezi made now, had to be the most sophisticated he’d ever created.

Certainly, the calibre of bone was beyond that which he was accustomed to.

It made carving a pleasure, accepting the runes and symbols with an eagerness almost. Even the masks, which he lined with the symbols for Power and Vision, were responding better.

When last he tested one by attempting his now regular search for signs of Marinus, its vision stretched to the city. Yet Marinus was always invisible to his scrying, just as he remained to his brother.

Vinezi paused, wiping sweat from his brow.

Finish them all.

Before Marinus comes.

It would take time, but it had to be done properly. Vinezi lifted his tools again. The sooner he finished, the sooner he could resume setting his trap and more, hopefully, find Marinus. Enough blindness, it was time to find a way to discover exactly where his older brother lurked.
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Chapter 30.
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Seto sheathed his knife.

In a sparsely furnished room of stone, a young lady stood by open curtains. The edges of her dark hair were almost afire in the pale light, swirling in a cold breeze that reached him well across the room. Cera’s daughter Mila, he assumed. A small table bore a jug of water, the piece of furniture had been squeezed between a large bed and an armchair, which had a rumpled blanket strew across it.

Lady Cera herself lay within the bed, blankets pulled up to her chin. Her hair fanned the pillow and her cheeks were sunken, deep black rings darkened closed eyes. The scent of death reached him but the breeze took it quickly.

“Who are you?” Mila asked without turning, her voice empty.

“King Oseto.”

She flinched then spun. Her face was haggard for one so young, and there were traces of Cera’s haughtiness, but Mila’s drawn look appeared to come from a careworn place.

“Your mother?”

Mila knelt beside the bed, reaching out to touch Lady Cera’s hair. “She was so bitter at the end. The illness just...I tried to make it easier for her but...it was as though she burnt herself away.”

“I am sorry.”

The girl said nothing. She did not, after her first flinch, appear to care why a king was visiting, or why that man wore a Greatmask. Or even wonder what he might want.

“Mila, I...” he trailed off. Ana, could he really go through with it?

You no longer have a choice, Little Oseto. Her voice was hard. I will not accept your body but I will absorb you if I must, then simply rest upon your corpse until I am found. And it will be a shorter wait than that which you offered at the bottom of the ocean – the moment Mila lifts me from your face I will commence the Sacrifice.

“Then she truly is my brother’s –”

Yes. She bears the blood of Casa Pesce. And I will have her as Sacrifice with you alive or dead. Choose.

Seto removed Chelona and hesitated. Mila was still lost in her grief, she’d bowed her head. “Will she feel the pain I did?” he whispered.

Yes. Though it will not last.

“And she will simply...be gone?”

No. She will become part of me. Enough, Oseto.

He knelt beside her and took a deep breath. The girl was miserable, was his act one of mercy? Seto sneered at himself. Hardly.

And yet... “Mila, I have something that may ease the suffering you feel. For your mother.”

Mila lifted her head. Her eyes were moist with tears. “What?”

“The Greatmask. If you wear it, you will forget your misery.”

A slight frown marred her brow. “How?”

“It is very powerful.” As you will soon discover, sadly.

“Then can it restore Mother?”

“No, that is a feat it cannot achieve.”

She reached out a hand. “But wearing the mask will take the pain away.”

He could only nod.

Mila accepted the mask and examined it a moment before raising it to her face, her eyes revealing little expectation. Yet when Chelona was affixed, Mila’s eyes widened in terror and then the hollows of the mask flicked to midnight black.

She screamed, clutching at his robe. Seto caught her arms, letting her nails dig into his forearms. The pain was sharp, but nothing like what Mila experienced as Chelona started the Sacrifice. It was a pain he recalled all too well.

The girl writhed, kicking at the bed.

And then she fell limp. Seto let her down to the floor, arranging her arms by her side and kneeling. Had it worked?

“My Lady?”

Her chest still rose and fell but she did not respond to his voice.

The cold of the wind chilled his hands. A damp seeped up from the stone beneath him. Mila twitched and her breathing slowed yet further. Joints in his legs began to ache and he shifted.

Eventually Mila’s breathing grew stronger, faster. Fingers flexed and a sigh escaped from beneath the Greatmask. She lifted her head and Seto fell back. Even that movement, even the way her head lifted from the stone, was somehow unlike Mila.

Then she rose to a half-sitting position. “Finally.”

Her voice was not that of Mila the grief-stricken daughter. Instead, there was an inflection to the words that spoke of vast age. And triumph.

Seto stood, offering a hand to help her up. “My Lady?”

She considered it a moment. “Kind of you, but no. I would not deny myself the pleasure.” Chelona stood, then stretched. She ran one hand over the black of her tunic, running down from breast to hip. She spread her arms wide, then rolled her neck and spun a girlish pirouette.

And then she clapped her hands together – and a shockwave threw Seto back.

Chelona laughed in delight, even as she strode to him where he lay on the floor. She extended a hand and he accepted her help, bones protesting. “You have exceeded in your duty, little Oseto. This body is young and strong, if a little soft from disuse.”

Seto fought a wave of queasiness merged with relief. He would live. At Mila’s expense, but he would live nonetheless. He steeled his limbs; traitorous quivering relief! “Forgive me for the trouble my family caused in holding its end of the agreement, My Lady.”

“Forgiven.” She strode suddenly to the window and removed the mask, dropping it to the stones. Next, she leant out the window and gave a cry of joy, dark hair fluttering in the breeze. There she gripped the windowsill and simply stood for a time.

He eventually shifted. “Lady Chelona?”

She faced him and he could not prevent a gasp escaping. Mila’s face had changed – becoming more regular, more like the Chelona he saw in the green robe, and less like the sharp features inherited from Cera.

“The transformation is ongoing,” she said as she approached, her walk that of a woman and not a young adolescent, one far more assured. “And now I believe I will leave the city you call Anaskar. It is time for me to see my old home.”

Seto stumbled over several questions, finally settling on one. “But, the Greatmask...surely you are not leaving it here?”

She smiled, a carelessly amused expression. “Take it, Oseto. Some of the Sea God’s power lingers yet, though it will not last.”

“But it is you, is it not?”

“The Greatmask Chelona is no more. There is only Chelona. All of my power, all of the knowledge, memories, all of the lineage is here, in this body, in these bones.” She tapped her chest. Even her voice had deepened. “It is all seeping into the bones of this body. My body.”

“Mila too?” he managed.

“Of course. She joins the others as we speak.” Chelona reached a hand out to touch his cheek. “And I do tarry overlong. Farewell, King of Anaskar.”

“Wait, My Lady,” he said as she turned to leave. “How can I remove the Ecsoli?”

“With your cunning, as you have with all problems over the course of your life.” She paused at the top of the stair. “Remember, they are always competing, Oseto. It is their undoing. Your plan with House Leo was the right one. Pull but the right thread...”

She started down the steps as she trailed off. Seto exhaled as he dragged his feet over to the Greatmask where it sat beneath the window. He reached forth, hand shaking, and lifted it. The mask was lighter – and the sense of awareness, of life within, absent. There was a pulse of power yes, but no sense of majesty, of towering age.

No, that all left with Chelona.

He shuddered.

What had he unleashed upon the world?
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Flir kept to the deeper shadows, waving Kanis and Pevin into the moonlit street.

The white smudges of their faces crossed the cobblestones as if disembodied. Not until they came closer did the black clothing become visible. Kanis grinned and Pevin wore his usual look of worry. Poor Pevin. He could see the tension between his dilar and the new dilar but had no idea what to do about it.

“Wait,” she hissed.

A glow appeared in the street ahead, torches approaching an intersection – which stood between their position and the grate leading down to Bel.

Four of the Gigansi strode into view, the scarlet markings bright in the torchlight. They continued up the street, heads swivelling as they searched. They spoke in a rumbling exchange, voices calm.

A routine patrol? Or did they still search for her specifically?

Flir sunk back, eventually waving Kanis and Pevin over to join her in the burnt-out hollow that had once been some manner of tavern. Its roof was little more than a black skeleton against the moon.

“No Ecsoli with them,” she said.

“You think they’re running short on blue-cloaks?”

“Maybe.”

“Or maybe they’re simply assured in their power,” Pevin said. “Further to which, if the Gigansi are like Alosus, and are being forced to work for their masters, the Ecsoli would see them as expendable. After all, we are far from the palace and I doubt the Ecsoli would care if a few of their foot-soldiers died.”

“Don’t forget the harbour, Pev,” Kanis said. “There’s a few of them there too.”

“Then are the Gigansi also bait?” Flir asked.

“Why not? They probably still search for you after the merry chase you led them on,” Pevin said, a note of reproach in his voice.

“Don’t mother me, Pevin. Everything worked out, didn’t it?”

“Yes, dilar.”

“Let’s go, before your bickering brings the whole lot of them down on us,” Kanis said as he slipped from the doorway. He ran in a half crouch through a patch of moonlight before pausing by the grate and hauling it open.

“You first, my dear,” he said to Flir.

She snorted as she climbed down. Pevin thanked Kanis as he followed, blocking the moonlight so that she had to feel around for the now familiar second opening when she reached it, swinging in with a grunt.

She crept along the passage but it was empty, the distant circle of light revealing the cold water of the harbour. The broad Ecsoli ships still lined the harbour in a blockade, their blue sails black in the night. Both Anaskari and the few visiting ships caught at the wharves were still, only a glow of cabin lights visible. How long had they been locked in now? Weeks. Sea-trade was obviously something the Ecsoli were not ready to let the people of Anaskar undertake.

Pevin and Kanis soon joined her, cramping the space.

“So what now?” Kanis asked.

Flir took one of the rocks from a small pile arranged at the edge of the opening and dropped one into the water.

“Now we wait for Bel. I didn’t want to expose her to more danger...but she’s the only one who can help us. Where do you think your ships are?”

“You mean the two you sank?”

“I sank one. The other was rammed.”

“Well, whoever did it – I’d say only a few dozen yards from the middlemost Ecsoli ship.”

“How will we reach the acor, dilar?” Pevin asked. “Isn’t the harbour too deep?”

“Not with Bel’s help.”

“Whenever that will be,” Kanis said.

“Do you know any mermaids that can help us, Kanis?”

He muttered something she didn’t catch – luckily for him – and leant against the wall. He took the net out from his pack and began checking it over for signs of weakness. It was stronger than a typical fisherman’s net, made with wire, and hopefully strong enough to drag the acor up from the depths.

Flir had her own net, Pevin did not. He’d have to play sentry again, but it probably suited him. He didn’t appear to relish the idea of diving at night, within sight of the Ecsoli ships.

It was risky enough for Flir – but since she hadn’t wanted to wait, the moment Danillo left for the palace, she’d set out despite Notch and Sofia protesting. “Speed is important. Vinezi could be up to anything, not to mention the bloody Ecsoli. Don’t argue, you know I’m right,” she’d said.

Flir dropped another stone.

Time passed and nothing changed on the water’s surface.

“Is she lost?” Kanis asked.

“No. But I hope she’s safe.” Flir sighed. “We might have to do this ourselves.”

“How?”

“We swim out there and begin diving.” Flir held up her necklace of hair. “I have this. It allows me to hold my breath longer than usual.”

“And what about me?” Kanis asked.

“And I,” Pevin added.

“Pevin, you’re sentry. Kanis, we’ll take turns.”

He sighed. “Fine.”

“Yes, it is. Now get into the water.”

He grumbled as he removed his shoes and belt and Flir followed, handing cloak and boots to Pevin and grinning. “I know. You’re going to say ‘be careful’. Don’t worry, I will,” she said.

He only nodded, but his own lips turned to a smile.

There was a splash as Kanis dropped into the water. He surfaced and kicked away from the wall. Flir followed, the chill enveloping her like a liquid glove of ice. She broke to darkness and followed Kanis, who’d already started swimming toward the line of ships.

She glanced back at Pevin, set her bearings and resumed kicking.

Halfway to their target her arm glanced off something hard. She flinched, but it was only floating debris. Kanis had paused to tread water and take his bearings. “We’re drifting off course.”

“Dive together until we find the ship,” she answered.

“Right.” They resumed swimming, heads low in the water and arms dragging them forward, causing deep ripples. They slowed before reaching the range of lamplight on the blockade, treading water once more. “This is probably close,” Kanis whispered.

“Are you sure?”

“Not really, but we have to look, don’t we?”

“We do.” Flir ducked beneath the water and swam down. Beams of light from the moon penetrated beneath the water, casting a blue film across what little she could make out as she kicked deeper – Kanis’ form off to one side and the weaving shape of some sort of fish as it scattered, or wait...yes...the tip of a mast.

The harbour wasn’t so deep here, it seemed. Other parts were – since the Sea Beast had once lived within the bay. She swam harder, the charm around her neck doing its job – her lungs weren’t even close to straining yet. The ship resolved from the shadows and she twisted in the water, bringing the deck into view, along with the rock shelf Kanis’ ship had settled onto after it sank.

Would the acor even be useable?

Accessible?

Flir kicked upward. Kanis’ shape was a black outline against the brightness of the surface, moon and lamplight wavering above. When she broke the surface across from him, she waved Kanis closer.

“Beneath me now. You’ve got a good memory,” she said.

He grinned. “Of course I do.”

“I’ll go first. Where was it, rear of the hull?”

“Yes. Concentrate on getting it out, we’ll load my net after.”

“Keep a watch up here,” she said.

“So long as you be quick – maybe this water isn’t like home, but it’s not getting warmer either.”

Flir slipped beneath the harbour again and dived down toward the pale finger of the mast, as if it were reaching up from the dark depths of the sea. At the deck, she swam along the hull toward an opening – one of the same she’d made when sinking it. Within, the darkness was thick. She slid inside and felt around in the dark.

Still the charm held.

None of the objects beneath her grip were barrel-shaped. She moved deeper into the hull, hands outstretched. Finally, something smaller and rounded. She hauled it up from the piles of debris and kicked toward the blue light streaming in through the opening. Outside the ship, she set the barrel on the ledge. It looked likely to be acor.

One more.

Flir ducked back into the ship and returned with another barrel before heading toward the surface; lungs beginning to strain. When she broke through, Kanis turned from the Ecsoli ships.

“Did you find any?” He kept his voice soft.

“Yes.” She explained where, then handed over the charm. “It’s good for two barrels if you’re quick. Maybe three.”

“And all I need to do is wear this?”

“That’s all. Go.”

He disappeared beneath the surface with a tiny splash. Flir glanced up to the ships but nothing changed. The rails were dark and empty, a bare blush of colour from lamps in the cabin windows. Maybe they were lax for a reason – no-one was willing to challenge an army of Greatmasks.

“No-one except fools like us,” she breathed.

An ache grew in her arms as she continued to tread water. How long had Kanis been down there? Enough for two barrels already? He was being pig-headed, going for more barrels than she’d suggested was safe. Typical.

Finally he surfaced, wiping water from his eyes. “Three,” he said, handing the charm back.

“Good.” Flir dived, charging down into the blackness. When she reached the hull and pulled herself in again, the darkness lay heavier. Was the moon passing behind a cloud, back up there? She fumbled her way deeper into the ship’s hold and found a barrel, adding it to the pile, which Kanis had arranged atop his net, before returning for second.

But there were no more to be found.

When the now-familiar tightness in her lungs begun she tied the net and hauled the load after her. It dragged, slowing her ascent, but she simply kicked harder until she reached Kanis.

“I can’t find anymore,” she said. “It must be buried.” She eased her kicking and the net began to pull her down again.

“Let me check, just to be sure,” Kanis said.

“I’ve already got the net,” she said.

Kanis opened his mouth to reply but was jerked down with a splash. Flir leant forward. He was already gone. She choked down a curse then ducked beneath the harbour.

Two shapes grappled in the murk.

Kanis fought a man-like shape twice his size – man-shaped save for a long tail. When it twisted, a wave of water buffeted Flir. She pushed against it, dragging the acor with her, but there was no need.

A muted crunch crossed the space between them and Kanis’ attacker fell limp, drifting down toward the ink below. Was it one of the Sea-People? It had been big – bigger than Luik, with the tail adding extra length.

They surfaced together. Kanis was frowning. A line of blood ran from beneath his eye, black in the moonlight. “One of your friends, Flir?”

“No. That wasn’t Bel. Or Sanac for that matter.”

“Looked like a tail to me.” He splashed water at the wound, grimacing. No doubt the salt stung.

“Let’s get back to Pevin and worry about it after.”

He started off and Flir followed, kicking as hard as she could. Anything sneaking up from the depths was going to get a foot in the face. And if it tried to take the acor, she’d show it pain.

But whatever it had been was close enough to the Sea-People.

Was Bel safe?
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Notch kept an eye on Sofia as they sneaked through shadows between homes. Just as he’d noted within the Harper, she had changed. She moved with a new confidence since their time in the Bloodwood. And beyond that too, since returning with her father and Argeon. She was becoming more confident with the Greatmask too – pausing to alert them to patrols before Notch caught an echo of their boots or once to ensure that a sleepy man who’d burst into a fit of screaming upon seeing her mask, fell silent and returned to his home without further fuss – using only words.

There’d been a power in her voice, an expectation of obedience that he liked to imagine came in part from Sofia herself, not just the Greatmask. Notch himself had nearly turned and headed back toward the Harper at her words.

“He’s found it,” Sofia said.

“Good. Let’s catch up to Emilio.”

Having failed to find much on the rebels, they’d switched their search to Metti. The Captain stood beside the entrance to a public garden – or what had once been one. Now only heat-blasted shrubs in blackened pots, soot and crumbling stone remained. Once one of the nicer parts of the Second Tier, it had been ravaged just as the rest of the city. Something about the area was familiar but the destruction made it difficult to be sure.

“This one looks promising, My Lady,” Emilio said when they arrived.

“I agree, though so did the last three,” Sofia replied.

“We have to trust Argeon,” Notch said. He shifted his sling. His elbow wasn’t giving him too much pain thanks to Mayla and Danillo, but it was a little way from fully healed. At least his sword arm was still strong.

“I just wish he could be more specific about where he sees the bone,” Sofia said. “Or I understood him better.”

“No trouble to search,” Emilio said.

They headed into the garden, feet sticking in mud and charred grass. Notch detoured a tall pile of dirt, leaves and ruined branches – mostly lemon trees. A large hole beyond showed where the root system had been pulled free. Had someone been cleaning up? Most reports still suggested that the Ecsoli were planning to stay and did not wish for a ruined city but one which operated as normal.

Or, Notch suspected, one which operated to serve them.

A pair of fountains loomed ahead. Neither was large, but the moon showed a familiar shape. Folletto, the impish God of Secrets, whose huge grin and spread hands affected an image of mock-innocence.

“Look,” Notch said. “There are so few pairs of these fountains left in the city; no-one makes them anymore.”

Sofia paused. “The Imp? They’re...memorable, Notch. But we don’t have time.”

“I know. But they’ve been cleaned recently, just as the rest of the garden. We haven’t seen that tonight.”

“True,” Emilio said.

Notch pointed to the nearest. “See the spout in the palms? You can drink from these – Raff and I used to use them whenever we visited Anaskar as children. Watch.”

He pressed a rune carved at the bottom of the fountain – Old Anaskari for ‘water’ and a click followed. Water arched from the spout – only on the second fountain. It was murky and streaked with ash, even in the moonlight it was clear to see. “If you press the rune on the other fountain, this one will flow. No single person can drink from the Imp’s fountain. It takes two.” He smiled at the memory of Raff, the first time they’d encountered the fountains, leaping after the water but never catching it.

Notch took pressure off the rune and the water stopped.

Emilio raised an eyebrow. “Very clever.”

“Truly,” Sofia agreed. “But who would restore them at such a time?”

“The Ecsoli?” Emilio asked.

Sofia ran a hand across the ‘water’ rune on the second fountain. “Perhaps – it would lend credence to their claims of staying.” She glanced along the park. “They may have people nearby.”

Notch drew his father’s sword as they resumed their search.

But the small park was empty, save for a row of surviving trees sheltering stone seats. Beyond lay another darkened street, though it was mostly rubble.

Sofia had paused.

“Trouble?” Notch asked. He squeezed the handle of his blade. It would be good to use it again. Somehow he’d been drawn into more slinking about the city. And not being able to strike directly at the damnable blue-cloaks, even if he had the chance, wasn’t helping his restlessness.

Especially after what they did to his arm.

“No...but I think this is the place Argeon showed me.”

Emilio turned a slow circle. “There is nothing. Some of the homes are built up against the garden but other than that...”

“Wait, we’re here. I feel it, Argeon is certain. It’s deeper.”

“Deeper? We’re not standing above an old crypt, are we?” Notch asked.

“I don’t think so.” Sofia bent by the stone bench. “Another secret?”

“Why not?” Notch said as he joined her, sifting through the mud with his toe. Emilio had headed for one of the nearby buildings and was searching each base, his dark cloak causing him to blend into the shadows.

A branch creaked. “Tell your friend to return; I have my arrow drawn.”

Notch stood, hands spread. The voice had spoken Anaskari without accent – it was unlikely that whoever lurked in the tree above was Ecsoli. Sofia was standing, moving only slowly, keeping her face – and Argeon – turned from the voice in the tree.

“We are not the enemy,” Notch said, lowering but not sheathing his sword.

Leaves rustled. Glittering eyes in a shadowed face appeared above, then the owner paused. “Notch?”

He frowned. “Yes?”

More rustling and a short figure dropped to the ground with a little grunt, bow in hand. “It’s Dilo.” She smiled as she moved closer. “Have you come to help us get rid of the blue-cloaks?”

“Dilo?” It was hard to tell in the moonlight but she appeared older than her years, more careworn all of a sudden. Moreso. And yet, he hadn’t seen the girl since he and Wayrn helped the children beneath the city slay the creature.

And since then she’d survived two invasions – of course she’d be changed.

“I said that already. Who are your friends? What did you do to your arm?”

He motioned to Sofia, who’d removed the mask before she turned.

“This is Sofia Falco, the Lord Protector’s daughter and the man approaching us is Emilio, Captain of the Honour Guard. And yes, we’re going to help the city.”

If their stations impressed Dilo, she did not reveal it. “Good. We need more swords.”

Notch completed the introductions. “Dilo, I’m glad to see you alive. What of Tenaci and Kael? Do you know, is Metti safe?”

Dilo’s expression darkened. “Kael did not escape but I can take you to Tenaci and Metti.” She pointed to the rear of the closest home, where Emilio had been searching. “Down there.”

Dilo led them to the stonework where she shifted a pile of shrubbery, which had the appearance of dense debris, and pulled open a hatch. “We’ve been here for...weeks I think. It’s hard to be sure.”

“Did the Ecsoli drive you out?” Notch asked.

“Not at first. More creatures appeared. Mostly smaller ones. We had to find a new place under the city. But then the blue-cloaks came.” She took a lantern from a hole cut into the wall and led them down a flight of stairs and to a door which had been recently reinforced with steel bands. The stairs might have troubled him, but he was pleased to find that whatever had been in the draught Mayla gave him for his arm helped his leg too.

Dilo knocked and a young voice answered. “Who is it?”

“Dilo.”

The door opened, revealing a boy. He looked them over but at an impatient gesture from Dilo, stood back. Firelight from a broad hearth lit a large chamber, which had once been a cellar, if the opposite set of stairs leading up was any indicator.

The room had been divided into sections by makeshift screens and blankets. Children slept within the divisions, many without blankets. One girl clutched a bright red apple to her chest as she slept.

Near the fireplace rested a large chair with deep armrests and a stool. Metti sat sunken into the chair, dressed in her black robe. A thin trail of steam rose from a hunk of bone clasped in one hand and the other held a cup. Her head lay back on the headrest, eyes barely open. Her mask-like face was the same as the last time he’d seen her – stretched and almost shiny in the firelight.

A power radiated from her but not one of forcefulness, one of quiet.

Guingera rose from the stool. His head was bandaged, as was his arm – angry-red skin visible beneath the edges. Another victim of the fires then. The man spoke, his voice low. “She is trying to rest.” His own eyes were lined with deep circles.

“They’re fine, Guingera.” Dilo said. “It’s Notch and some people from the palace. They’re going to help.”

“I recognise them, Dilo – and it doesn’t matter. Metti is trying to rest.”

The girl folded her arms. “We need the help. Metti needs the help – she’s only exhausted because she has to hide us all the time.”

He growled but turned to Metti and whispered something.

Her eyes fluttered. When they opened it was to widen a moment, and then she closed them, but a small smile, the barest upturning of her lips, appeared on her unnaturally still-face.

“Notch, Sofia – I am glad you have returned. And you, Captain Emilio.” Her voice competed with the crackle of the fire. “Welcome.”

“How can we help you?” Sofia asked.

“Protect the children for me.”

“I have Argeon and Father has Osani,” Sofia said.

“Good.” Worry-lines in her brow eased. “Bring him here – you need to see what I do.”

Sofia glanced at the steaming bone. “What you do?”

“In hiding this place from the Ecsoli masks,” Notch said.

“You too, Notch,” she said.

“What do you mean?”

“Give me your arm,” she said. “I can feel the break from here. Guingera?”

He produced another piece of bone from a bag near the chair, frowning as he placed it in her hand and stepped back. Notch moved forward to stretch his arm before her as best he could. She placed her free hand upon his elbow.

“This will not hurt,” she said. Steam rose from the bone, warmth spread and he tensed. “None of that.”

He exhaled and the heat intensified until the ache disappeared. By the time she released him it was gone and his flexibility was as normal. “Thank you,” he breathed.

“No need, Captain. Now, lend me Sofia.”

“Of course.” Sofia knelt beside Metti and the two spoke softly. When it became clear the conversation was not going to be short, Notch turned to Dilo.

“Is Tenaci here?”

“I’ll take you to him.”

Notch followed the girl toward the other stair, leaving Emilio to stay with Sofia. The steps led up to a dark, empty-seeming room lit by one window only. Just at the edge of the square of pale light on the wooden floor, a short figure sat on a crate.

“Ten,” Dilo spoke softly.

He shifted on his seat. “I’m awake.”

“I know that. We have a visitor,” Dilo said as they reached the boy.

“Notch!” Tenaci leaped up, throwing his arms around Notch’s waist.

“You’ve grown, Tenaci,” he said, slapping the boy’s shoulders. “Are you looking out for the others?”

“I am. We post a watch day and night.” His expression fell. “But we need help, Notch. Has Dilo told you about Kael?”

He nodded. “I’m sorry.”

“We couldn’t think of anywhere else to go but Metti said she’d look after us. At first we couldn’t find her. The whole seamstress shop was gone, but Dilo spotted Guingera coming out of one of the houses nearby. We were lucky. The blue-cloaks were getting angry at us.”

“Angry?”

“I told you before, Notch,” Dilo said. “They drove us out.”

“But only when we couldn’t find that thing they wanted,” Tenaci added.

Notch glanced out the window to the empty street, then back to Tenaci. “What did they want?”

“Something made from bones,” Dilo said. “They argued about it. One thought they should have been able to find it without our help.”

“They made us memorise its description,” Tenaci continued. “It was ‘a large bone basket banded together with silver’ and it had a funny name.”

“Crucial,” Dilo said with a nod. “That’s what they called it.”

“Crucial?” asked Notch.

“No. It was the ‘Crucible’ that they kept saying,” Tenaci said.

Dilo sniffed. “They have funny accents, all right?”

Tenaci ignored her. “The one with waves on his chest offered us a gold piece each if we found it – with five pieces for the one who brought it to him.”

Dilo’s eyes were bright. “And then, once the one with the waves left, one of the others took me and Ten away from everyone else and offered us double what the first blue-cloak offered.” Her shoulders slumped. “We tried real hard at first but it wasn’t anywhere.”

“They threatened us after that and said instead of gold, they’d kill us if we didn’t find it,” Tenaci said. “And so we escaped.”

“Do you know what they wanted the Crucible for?”

“They never said but they were desperate for it.”

Footsteps interrupted. Sofia skidded to a halt at the top of the stair. “Notch? Notch – Metti says the Ecsoli are closing in. Come on.”

“What?” he dashed to the window, peering out.

“No – with their masks. We have to get everyone out of here.”
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Chapter 33.
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For days and nights Ain had tried to teach the other Pathfinders how to protect the people, and each time, despite progress, it had not been enough to save lives. Each night, the darklings came and tore into tents and flesh alike, flinging sand and blood everywhere.

They attacked at random, coming and leaving as they saw fit. Ain witnessed them pass by screaming children and attack the elderly. Another shape tore across the sand, as if in desperation to reach a young warrior from the Western Clan, bypassing a young family and two seasoned warriors, for a lad only a few years younger than Ain himself.

When he closed his eyes to sleep afterwards, Silaj clinging to him, he saw only splashes of red on darkness. It was all senseless. Evil. As they killed and disappeared, they filled the paths. The paths, which were once beautiful, were now tainted with the darkling’s poison.

And he loathed them for it; for driving his people from their homes.

Now he knelt in the sand, a day from the Wards, his blue cloak one of several that caught the breeze beneath an overcast sky. The storm had abated and he no longer had to shout.

“Dig deep into the sand this time,” he said, shoving his own hands into the silky grains. “You’ll feel the paths but don’t follow them, don’t measure them, just try and hold them. I imagine coils or rope and then I twist my wrists, but it’s really what I do in my mind. The same focus that goes into reading the paths is spent on closing them off.”

Majid nodded but beside him, the older man, the heavy-set Dakka, gave a curse. “Every time I think I’m close, it just slips away,” he said.

“For me too,” said Dakka’s apprentice. “It only worked that one time, the first night.”

Majid put a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Because you were protecting someone.”

“But not everyone.” The boy’s face was a little stunned still.

“No-one can do that, lad,” Majid said. “Not even the great Hero, Ain of the Cloud,” he said with a grin. It was meant to lift everyone’s spirits, but Ain only looked away.

“Keep going,” Dakka urged.

“There’s not much more to say. We just have to practice.”

A cry came from the rear of the camp.

Attack.

Ain spun, running for Silaj’s tent. “The Elders,” he shouted.

“On my way,” Majid replied.

Hopefully Dakka and his apprentice would fare better this time – and if the Sands hadn’t abandoned them, it would be the last attack before the Medah people reached the Wards. Ain slipped through the rush of men and women, warriors lining up to circle their loved ones. Several had swapped bows and swords for stones, taken from a deposit they’d passed earlier – the ruins of an old settlement. Would it work? Who knew? But it was worth trying.

Screams rose and he ran harder, feet digging into the sand.

Silaj met him at the opening to her tent, where she and her mother had taken shelter during every attack. Her eyes were wide and the wind tossed her hair about. He took her in his arms. “Inside, quickly.”

“Be careful.”

He could only nod. If he answered, he’d only tell a lie – something she knew, from the look in her eyes. Everything he did was a risk; it had to be if he was going to protect anyone. Ain planted his knees in the sand and drove his fists after.

Paths thundered.

Patterns clashed and spun, old and new. But the darklings latched onto a path and sent rippling stabs of pain along. It was these paths that he gripped – with one he wrapped the coil around his forearms and gave a mighty heave. The path faltered but the darkling continued on its way. Ain ground his teeth. Again he twisted his wrists, as if to snap the path but it did not stop the darkling. As if...as if the darkling were maintaining it, using it to navigate.

And it was – Ain froze. They all were.

Somewhere behind him, deeper in the camp, Majid had snapped off a path and a darkling wandered in the sands. Dakka and his apprentice were struggling, same as Ain, with darklings that seemed to have learnt something in the time since the last attack.

Down a line of tents, sand flew and the shouts of fleeing people rose. A blur of white, red and black appeared between tent lines as the darkling charged toward him. Ain squeezed the sand with a cry of his own.

“Back!”

The path wavered then the darkling rushed forward again.

Ain gathered coils of the thumping path around his arms, each strike of the darkling’s unseen feet jolting his body. He twisted, bringing his hands together until the path looped between his hands. Pain roared into his limbs and he bit his tongue at a sharp, jolting pulse. The tang of blood filled his mouth.

Still the darkling swirled forward, mere yards away now.

Ain flung his hands from the sand and, still holding the path, hurled them back down with a scream of frustration, pouring all his anger and hatred after. As if he’d snapped a length of rope, the concentrated surge of his hatred shot forth in an invisible wave that nonetheless crackled in the air. It struck the darkling.

Bone and blood exploded.

Pieces splattered across the tents and fragments struck his arm where he shielded his face. A deep hollow remained where the darkling had been and a huge pink-streaked lump of bone rested in the centre of the hole.

“Ain!” Silaj screamed from with the tent.

“I’m safe,” he called. “Stay inside.”

He crawled forward, pausing when something became clear. Cheers were rising from everywhere and the paths were no longer sharp, darklings were fleeing. Why? Surely not what he’d done...and yet, there was no darkling before him.

Instead, a hunk of bone bigger than his fist, with the look and shape of a heart.

“A heart of bone.” Just as Eyali said.

A shadow stood over him.

Silaj.

“What did you do, Ain?”

He reached for the heart – still, dead, no more than hard bone. “I don’t know.”

***
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In the shade of Elder Raila’s tent, Ain placed the bone heart on the table before the two Elders as he finished his tale. “I do not know if I could do it again, but at least they can be defeated.” He took a long drink from his cup. Precious water.

Fai rubbed his knobbly hands together. “It is hope.”

Raila nodded. “And Majid was again able to close the paths, preventing others from attacking.”

“What of the people who died?” Ain asked.

Raila sighed. “We do not have accurate numbers yet, but dozens no doubt. Less than it might have been, had you not acted when you did. You have done well, Ain.”

“Thank you, Elder.” He could not draw his gaze from the pink bone. “But I must do more next time. We’ll reach the Wards before nightfall, won’t we?”

“Yes. And I know what you will say, Ain.”

“You do?”

“I believe so. You will say the people have lost any desire to attack the Anaskari, instead they fear now only for their own lives.”

“And well they might do,” Fai added.

“I would say that,” Ain said. “And more. I still believe that there is no place for us there. The desert is our home – but not while the darklings stalk us. Anything we do now must be temporary.” He met the eyes of those gathered. “And worse, I am coming to believe that the darklings are tied to something in the City of Secrets.” He gestured to the table. “All the Anaskari magic seems to centre around bone.”

Raila blinked. “You think they have sent the darklings? That the Anaskari were also responsible for them in centuries past?”

“Not directly, no.” He rubbed his thumb along a palm, easing muscles too long clenched, then shrugged. “Maybe not at all. But King Oseto and his people are too worried about the invasion to be responsible now. But, instead, what if their magic, what if the death of the Sea Beast has...woken something?” As Ibranu had appeared to warn them.

Fai leant forward. “Like your engineer’s warning?”

“Yes.”

“What are you suggesting, lad?”

“That once we pass the Wards, we consider fortifying ourselves within the mountains of the Wastelands until a smaller party can discover the truth behind the darklings.”

Silence in the tent.

“And if I read you correctly again, Ain,” Raila said, “if you led this party, could you leave your people exposed?”

“Majid is stronger than me. He has learnt quickly and can teach others.”

Raila folded her arms, tapping a finger against a band of silver. “Fai?”

“I will send people with Ain, should he leave. It is a large thing to ask.”

Elder Raila made a sound of agreement. “If you leave Majid behind, who would you take?” She paused. “Assuming the Elders agree to your idea.”

If only Schan were back from the Snake Clan. Was he even safe? His party probably faced their own trials. “Wayrn, the Envoy. He speaks Anaskari for a start.”

“He will help you?”

“I know he resents being sent here – he wanted to stay and fight alongside his friends.”

Fai gave an approving nod, but Raila said only, “Who else?”

“Warriors from the Western Clan? Jedda if he will help me.”

Her face took on an expression of compassion. “Many may wish to continue on and attack Anaskar, despite your views, Ain.”

“I understand.”

“But one final question before I call the Elders. For I believe your idea is sound as far as fortifying ourselves beyond the Wards, at the very least. But ask yourself this, if you had to, could you leave Silaj again?”
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Chapter 34.
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Seto came to a halt beneath a sharp overhang, taking shelter from the rain. He was already soaked from an earlier, morning storm – not to mention the days prior, trekking down the mountain road toward Anaskar. As yet, all that was visible below were the deep green of trees and more stone, more valleys and sheer cliffs – pale peaks across the way.

No sign of Chelona, nor sign even, of her passage.

He leant against the rock and shivered at a vicious gust of wind as he removed the Greatmask from his robe, turning the ancient bone over in his hands. That faint trickle of power moved through it, a dim reminder of what he’d unleashed upon the world.

Where exactly was her old home? The old land? Elsewhere? Ana, let it be distant, or if not, let Chelona’s intentions be benign. And maybe they would be – Chelona had never struck him as evil. Only uncompromising.

Yet that left Mila adrift.

Something that he would have to answer for.

And there was no way to chase Chelona, let alone overpower her and retrieve the girl. None that he knew of. Perhaps Danillo, if he lived, would know...but before that Anaskar had to be reclaimed and Seto had to reach the city in turn before that trifling feat. If the weather held, he’d arrive safely. While the Cera Keep was by no means overstocked, there was enough food and other supplies, like tent and blankets, for him to survive.

If only his knees weren’t aching like fiends.

They could be anywhere on the east side of the mountain.

Seto stopped. A woman’s voice echoed in his mind – similar to the way Chelona had spoken, yet the words were clearly not addressed to him and nor was the speaker Chelona.

Something was moving quickly – far quicker than any human. A second voice bore frustration. We have to find it, you heard what Marinus said.

I did, but is this even worth our time?

What do you mean?

A pause. I mean, the Anaskari is the one with the mask, not this new...thing.

Perhaps. I’m not convinced either are worthwhile – no matter how ancient, one mask cannot make a difference.

Marinus thinks otherwise. He wants both found.

And I think you’re wasting your time up there. Seto received the sense that the first speaker was shaking her head. Well, I’ve had enough of doing what Marinus thinks. We didn’t come to this bloody place to chase fugitives into the mountains.

Nor I, but he’s in charge, Lady Bethana.

I wonder for how long?

You mean...

Others have discussed it. Even before we left home. When you return we ought to –

The second voice hissed. Stop. There’s someone listening.

Only silence followed.

Seto exhaled. So, east of the mountain. They knew roughly where he was yet there was discord among the Ecsoli. Bethana was growing weary of Marinus and Marinus was now diverting men to hunt Chelona...which they mistakenly thought of as a ‘thing’.

And perhaps more problematic – they could probably trace his whereabouts via the Greatmask. But perhaps they would target Chelona first? If so, he almost pitied the Ecsoli. Finally free after centuries, she would hardly react well to interference.

He returned the mask to his robe and rummaged through the pack for the salted beef he had taken from the keep. A cold meal, but better than nothing. Once he finished the beef, he waited for the rain to ease up – which it did, barely. Hauling himself up with a sigh, he stumbled, legs slow to respond. The pack nearly unbalanced him but he caught the overhang, cold stone beneath his palm. The stiffness in his joints was but another joy of old age.

On the other hand, he was alive.

Back into the rain, he pulled the blue hood up and trudged on until noon where he stopped once more, ate a little and continued on. It had been a long time since he’d ventured into the Celnos Mountains but he estimated that he was still some days from the city, based on the distance from the Cera Keep.

By nightfall he’d found a shallow cave, deep enough for shelter but not deep enough for hibernating bears, and started a small fire with wood stacked in a neat pile at the rear of the cave. Old ashes had rested in the centre of the cave – most likely something used by the Cera family or other Mountain-folk.

While he hadn’t come across any villages, since people generally settled on the other side of Celno’s Fist, that vaguely square peak separating different sides of the mountains, he saw evidence of travellers. An old shoe sat off the roadside near another well-established campsite, this between a dense stand of pine trees beside a sharp bend on the trail.

It was wide enough that he could set up his tent but despite the thick foliage, there was not enough dry fuel to be found for a fire. With darkness falling rapidly, Seto crawled into the tent, removed the blue cloak and piled the spare blankets atop his body and lay back, closing his eyes.

After a moment with only the sound of water dripping from the trees and hitting the tent, he checked on the Greatmask.

Soft voices, distant.

He sat up. At other times during the day he’d checked on the mask but heard nothing. Now a larger group of the Ecsoli were communicating.

Forget about the mountains. You saw the Flight-Lines. He’s taken the mask north-west.

The answer was too faint to make out.

I don’t think so. Further north.

Again there was little but a scratchy hint for a reply.

Then we should return. He’s worried about something in the city, anyway.

A new voice replied. We’re giving up too easily.

More faint voices, like arguing whispers, before the loudest voice – which Seto took to mean the Ecsoli who was closest – replied with a curse. He’ll skin us all if we let him.

The softer voice was first to respond. How do we know he isn’t listening right now?

A long silence.

Seto held his breath. Last time he’d inadvertently eavesdropped, they’d been able –   There, cried the second voice, Just at the edge. Someone is listening to us.

More silence and then, South of our position.

No, that’s nothing. It’s too faint.

One of the Anaskari?

Doesn’t matter – send whoever’s closest to check. The rest of us will follow the real trail.

And if it’s Marinus?

He’ll either come for us or he won’t – and I’m betting not. He’s too busy searching for the Crucible.

Seto set the mask aside with a curse of his own. A long one.

Then he rolled up the blankets, replaced the still-damp, on the outside at least, Ecsoli cloak, slipped the Greatmask within and dragged his pack into the clearing where he began to strike the tent. Who knew how long he’d have before the Ecsoli found him, or whether his mask would be a match for whoever came, but there was no way he’d let them find him sleeping.

Once he’d broken camp, he returned to the rain, now no more than a faint drizzle, and set off again, one eye on the path ahead, one on the stone beneath his feet. The night wore on. He made poor progress. Darkness and his own weary bones slowed him but he managed to keep to the path and when the moon eventually sliced through the tatters of clouds, he picked up the pace.

During a rest, where he leant against the rock face and blinked away sleep, something moved across the road ahead. Seto straightened, one hand reaching for his knife and the other the mask.

No voices.

Had the shape been an animal? Or something else? It was unlikely that any of the pursuing Ecsoli had passed him, but there was no reason someone couldn’t have travelled up from Anaskar. Or it might simply be a bandit.

In any case, he had the mask and whatever power remained.

Seto placed it on and stared into the dark ahead. Had the shadows lessened? Grown lighter, touched with grey perhaps? Above, the moon was waning as more clouds moved in. He advanced, finding firm footing with his mask-assisted vision, knife ready. No sounds out of the ordinary; the drip of water from trees and his footfalls. When he neared the place where he’d seen movement, he paused.

A rustle in the shrubs beside the road.

Seto slipped closer, pulling a rain-slick branch aside as he stepped into a broad clearing. Scattered heaps of stone that seemed to grow from the earth filled the clearing and the scuffling sound came from beyond an outcropping of stone.

He crept toward it, then peered over the rock.

And faltered.

Something...a creature...was slashing at a dead animal. The animal might have been a wolf but all Seto saw was the thing crouched over a grey shape. The creature’s ribcage was visible and a smooth skull dark with mud sat over a fur-lined neck. Wet skin gleamed on the torso – torn in places. One of its legs appeared to be half-rotten tree branch. The slashing arm ended in talons from a bird of prey – it flicked blood as it worked.

Seto backed away.

At his first step the thing stopped, then spun.

The skull was that of a man, but had been attached at an odd angle. As if the creature had tilted its head to consider whatever lay before it. It owned only one arm – and a mis-matched set of bones built a second leg, one that ended in goat’s hooves. It paused then stepped closer, an awkward but steady movement. Something lent it strength, some foul magic kept it together, if not graceful.

And a menace poured forth.

Seto backed through the trees. He ran for the road, limbs pumping. He glanced over his shoulder. In the new light from the mask, the creature burst forth in an explosion of leaves and water. Its lopsided gait ate up the distance between them, even as Seto ran harder. His heart thundered in his chest. A single misstep on the wet surface of the stony road and he’d break his neck.

The click of the hoof on the trail neared.

His pack became a lead weight, dragging at him. Ragged gasps tore at his throat. “Gods!” He had no more strength after a long march. Seto stopped, spinning and raising a hand. “Back,” he roared. Power pulsed within the ancient bone mask.

The creature clattered to a halt.

“Go,” Seto said. He took a step forward, clenching his thigh muscles when his knee threatened to give way.

The mis-matched thing took a single step back. The skull continued to regard him with its empty eyes. Something red glowed deep within, like a pinpoint of light.

“Finish your task,” he commanded.

Rain picked up, spattering on the skull. Dirt ran down the hollow-cheeks.

Seto stood firm, chest-heaving.

It turned. An ungainly move, but it turned and headed for the clearing and its wolf-corpse where the two lay, some way back along the road. It did not falter and Seto exhaled when it pushed through the trees.

“By Ana, what was that?”
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Kanis had hauled the acor the rest of the way up the tunnel and along the darkened streets, back to the Queen’s Harper, boots making squishing sounds every step of the way. The wire dug into his hands but he ignored the discomfort. He was surprised it hadn’t rained, just to top off the unpleasantness.

Or that the Ecsoli didn’t attack them.

And hiding in the cold basement of an inn, even a reasonably agreeable inn, was not even close to what he’d promised himself. Anaskar was no longer the once glittering prize he’d visited so often, instead, it was battered, cold and on the verge of death. By now, he ought to have been approaching the Far Islands with a ship weighed down by gold and jewels, enough to keep him in comfort for the rest of his life.

But he would have none of that, now that the Ecsoli had come to ruin everything. The smart thing to do would be to leave as soon as possible. And yet...sticking around meant a chance at revenge. The Ecsoli with the charging bull – all of them, truly – had a lot to answer for. His dreams, his ship, his crew, Yaev.

No point lying to himself – Flir too, was another reason to stay.

“Kanis? Aren’t you even listening?” Flir glared at him from where she knelt before one of the barrels. “I asked you about that one.”

“Sorry.” She was still a little upset, though she hid it, after having broken bad news about the mermaid to the boy and his mother. He wasn’t entirely convinced that the thing that attacked him hadn’t been a mermaid. Kanis gave the barrel top a soft thump and removed the wooden lid. The smell of pine tar, which coated the wood, assaulted him as he untied a leather drawstring on the waxed bag within. Inside, acor power lay heavy, grey and mute. “This one appears dry.”

“Well, that’s only two so far,” Flir said. “Half of mine are damaged.”

Kanis opened another. A split in the barrel; bad sign. Beside him, Flir cursed. He untied the sack and sifted down toward the crack. When his fingers encountered lumps he pulled free a mess of acor. “Must have been pierced just enough for water to seep in. We can salvage about half I’d guess.”

“Another one.” Flir snapped a lid over her knee.

“It’s better than nothing. What’s got you so worked up?”

Flir stood and headed for the stair. “Aside from everything?”

He sat on one of the barrels, flipping his wet hair back. “What do you want me to say, Flir? Do you want me to apologise?”

“No. I’ve heard enough empty apologies from you in the past.”

“Is that what this is about? Our past?” He stood. “Because you left, as I remember.”

“What choice did I have after you tricked me?”

“Damn it, Flir. We were wrong – I didn’t trick you.” He took a breath. That wasn’t entirely true. “I mean, maybe I suspected when we actually got inside the palace.”

“Not another word,” she snapped.

He grinned. This was more like it. This was the Flir he’d hoped to find in Anaskar. “Or?”

She crossed the floor and grabbed his chin. “Or we’ll find out who’s really stronger, Kanis.” She exhaled then let him go. “Now come on, the baths are ready.”

“You want to share?”

Flir headed for the stair. “I said baths. There’s two. In different rooms.”

“Then it’s a nicer inn than I thought.” He jogged to catch up. “But why are you in such a hurry?”

“The others are due back soon and I’m cold. I don’t want to wait.”

“That’s only a problem if they make it back, you know.”

Flir spun, slamming him into the wall. His head bounced from stone. It hurt enough that he swore. “What are you doing?”

She switched her grip to his throat, catching one of his hands by the wrist. “Shut up, Kanis. For once in your life, don’t speak.”

He blinked. Her face was as serious as he’d ever seen. And she was putting real pressure on. If he chose to, he could have made a fight out of it – they were quite evenly matched – but something in her eyes told him not to. This wasn’t something he could try and charm his way out of, something that used to work more often than not.

“Listen to me. I’m not in the mood for joking around. Those people are my friends. People who would die for me – and I for them.” She paused. “You used to know what that meant, didn’t you? Well?” She shook him. “Didn’t you?”

He nodded.

“So understand, Kanis. I’ve already lost Luik because of you and if someone else dies I’m laying it at your feet.”

He caught her own wrist with his free hand and pulled her grip away, veins in his arm bulging but allowing enough air to speak. “You’re being ridiculous,” he said. “That wasn’t my fault.”

Her voice dropped to a whisper. “You brought fire when you came, Kanis. You attacked my city – it was you. If not for you, Luik would still be alive; thousands of people would still be alive if not for you.”

“Vinezi would have done the same, with or without me. You know that, Flir.”

A growl escaped but she loosened her grip...then hurled him aside. Caught off guard, he bounced down the steps, landing with a grunt on the basement floor. He stood, raising his hands. “Why don’t you go first then?” A slight twinge in his shoulder, but it was fleeting.

Flir climbed the rest of the stairs without another word. He started after, moving slowly. Had he pushed her too far? One of his bad habits, if he was honest. Nothing to be done about it now. He couldn’t take the words back – she’d just have to forgive him later. When she cooled off.

He moved through the subdued conversation of the common room and into the chill of the streets. He’d barely made half a block when he tripped on a loose cobblestone. He glared at it. So unlike the smooth paths of home. He chuckled. But that wasn’t enough to truly miss the place, was it?

Not at all.

Kanis turned up a thoroughfare, splashing through a puddle. Water trickled down the wagon ruts. He kept close to the buildings, more for the deeper shadows than slight shelter they provided.

He saw no-one, heard no-one. It wasn’t so late that a city like Anaskar should be sleeping but the markets he passed were empty of all but more shadows and misty rain. When he reached an intersection of streets, a voice called from a doorway.

“Please, sir.”

A girl beckoned from where she huddled in a patched cloak, leaning against a recently boarded-up door. The home beside it was a pile of rubble, no doubt courtesy of the catapults from his ships. But it was one of the hardships of life – war, and death. In fact, life was hardship. Nothing more. A man had to take what he could, before someone else took it.

“It’s dangerous on the streets,” he told her.

She sniffed. “So? That’s always been true.”

He had to smile. “Well said.”

“Can you help me? I can make it worth your while.”

In the shadows and with the grime on her face, it was hard to gauge her age but she was hardly old enough to...but then, what had he been thinking just a moment ago, about life and hardship? Maybe she was. But he still gave a gentle shake of his head – and not just because he’d invariably hurt her, even if he were to take up her offer. Or anyone not a dilar, for that matter. “Not tonight.”

He walked on.

Small footsteps followed and something tugged on his cloak. He turned. She stood glaring up at him. “I meant something else.” She lowered her voice. “Fire-powder.”

“I see.” Now that was a different proposition all together. “And you’re offering it in exchange for what?”

“I’ve been looking days now, for anyone to come and help me but no-one agrees. They’re all afraid,” she said. “You have to help me. You’re strong enough, right?”

“I might be.”

“It’s the blue-cloaks. They’ve hurt my little brother. I know which ones too; they have lions on their clothing. I want you to help me punish them,” she said, her voice hardening. “I have the fire-powder, we found it after the attack. The barrels were mostly shattered but they had rolled away from the fire.”

“Show me,” Kanis said. A stroke of luck – finally.

“Thank you, sir!” The girl pulled him back to the boarded house, then passed it and headed into the wreckage. She weaved through the piles of stone and hunks of wood before pausing at a darkened doorway. “He’s in here,” she said, then stepped within. “I have a lamp.”

Kanis followed her. Light from the moon behind him did not penetrate far. “Little girl?”

Lamplight bloomed, revealing a pair of Ecsoli masks, cloaks concealing their breastplates but their gauntlets appearing bright. Something knocked him into the room, then his legs were whipped out from under him.

Pinned to the stone floor, he twisted his head.

The girl stood in the corner, eyes wide. One of the masks turned to her, flicking a dismissive finger. She scurried through a door without a backward glance.

Kanis cursed, even as he fought the pressure on his body, the force jamming his bones into place.

But just like on his ship, he was powerless.

Caught another one, then, have we? The Ecsoli voice spoke within his mind, as they had before.

A second voice sneered. Too easy – this one must be pretty stupid. How stupid are you, pale-face?

Kanis cursed. “Let me go and see how stupid I am.”

Laughter.

No, he’s not stupid. They just love their precious fire-powder. And this looks like one of the ones from the ships.

Then kill him and dump him somewhere already.

You don’t want his bones?

Why? They’re no use to us.

Kanis frowned. What were they talking about? Did they want human bones? He growled, even as a shadow loomed.

What is this? A third voice – deeper, impatient.

We’re just deciding what to do with this one, Lady Bethana.

That’s not your job, Xanus – leave such things to me.

Kanis gave a short cry when the room spun as his body was flipped over. Light blinded him for a moment but still he could not move. He obviously wasn’t much use to the Ecsoli; he had to break free before they confirmed the fact.

The new Ecsoli, her blue cloak open to reveal a breastplate without symbol, was tall as a man and the bone on her gloves had been painted red, as if covered in blood. She held a finger over his face.

Now, learn a lesson, Xanus. She said, turning back to one of the men. If this fellow here understands acor enough to be wandering the city at night and to seek it out, then we can use him to find other rats, don’t you think? Please tell me you have not suddenly become stupid? You showed much promise back home.

Xanus’ voice was full of shame. You are right, of course, My Lady.

That is usually the way of it, yes. Don’t let your disdain for these people blind you to the possibility of using them. To Kanis, her voice was quieter. Unfortunately for your friends, if you have any, you’re about to give them away. Now do hold still – otherwise I’m going to hurt you, and I shouldn’t have to do that should I? A grin entered her voice. After all, it would be almost boring to have to do so.
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Sofia herded the youngest toward the door, calling for the older ones to wake others. Notch already waited outside, leading the trail of fleeing children into the dark. Emilio helped with those inside and Guingera spoke with Metti. By his face, his efforts to convince her to leave weren’t going well.

Sofia joined them. “Metti, we have time.”

“No, dear. Mine is now – go, take care of my son, take care of the others.”

“Your son?”

Guingera nodded at her, then took his mother’s hand. “You said they have yet to pinpoint the location.”

“I will slow everyone. Better that I wait here and surprise them.”

“Let me,” Sofia said. “Argeon has an idea.” He didn’t – yet – but there was no need to share that. “Guingera, can you lift her?”

“Of course.”

“No, you must flee,” Metti rasped.

“On my word,” Sofia told the big man.

She closed her eyes. It didn’t block out much of the chaos caused by swirling blankets and whispers and waving, and Argeon was always close. How exactly could she explain? The Ecsoli masks were like hornets buzzing around the streets outside, pushing against the screen of smoke Metti had cast around the building and garden. Spreading the screen wouldn’t work. The Ecsoli had already guessed at the likelihood of Metti being located in the centre of bone-made smoke. And if they started a door to door search in the general area, they’d have no trouble finding them, screen or no.

No, she needed something sharp.

Something that would make them think twice before reaching out again.

Maybe...the ‘smoke’ screen. Would it work? Like in the Bloodwood, with the fire? She couldn’t spirit-walk, not without knowing where the Ecsoli were, but why couldn’t she use the smoke? It wasn’t real, but maybe she could fool them into thinking it was. After all, there was a link – they were probing the screen.

“Argeon, can you help me?” Sofia murmured.

He was well-aware of the buzzing, as she thought of it, pestering the smokescreen – prodding and scouring for a weakness. And Metti’s screen was buckling at the edges, as her grip began to fail. Sofia pictured what she wanted – a dark wreathe of the smoke-screen flashing across the city to slam into a scrying Ecsoli, where he’d collapse, wracked by a fit of coughing.

And there was a pulse from Argeon – he understood.

Sofia focused on a single Ecsoli; his buzzing formed a more insistent tone, then twirled some of the smoke around her hand then flung her arm forward. The spear of smoke shot along a path and her awareness followed, flashing through dark streets, stone walls, firelight and furniture and glass in windows and finally into a dim-room where the blue-cloaked man sat on a stool.

The smoke struck his mask.

It wasn’t truly smoke, of course, but to the Ecsoli, it must have appeared so because he shook his head, then coughed. And continued to cough as he stood, rasping Old Anaskari words. He tore his mask free, face screwed up as he hacked, the sound seeming to tear at his very throat. His colouring was Anaskari, perhaps a little more tanned, dark hair and dark eyes – now wide with panic. All in all, little different to anyone she might have passed on the streets.

Sofia flinched when the man hit the floorboards, still rasping and struggling for air. Then he grew still. But she had to keep her heart hard. No pity. They brought war within them; they killed first.

She returned to the smoke screen, twirled another line of smoke around her wrist and paused. There, an Ecsoli whose probing was slight but close to breaking through. She hurled her ethereal spear. This one did not travel far – it struck a figure slipping through the garden, opposite Notch and the line of children.

The Ecsoli hit the muddy earth with a splat. His wracking coughs continued as Sofia coaxed another line of smoke free and flung it at a third invader. The man’s buzzing search faltered where he had been pacing in a small room overlooking the harbour, as he too, clutched at his throat and tore at his mask.

She took more smoke and sent it after another Ecsoli.

And another and another until her shoulder ached. And finally the probing on Metti’s smoke screen halted. She could not discern voices, but the very air in the city was thick with warnings, as the searchers gave up.

For now.

Sofia opened her eyes. “Now.”

Guingera lifted Metti, who was breathing hard, and left the hideaway with a heavy tread. Sofia collected the last of the bones where they stood beside Metti’s armchair and followed.

Outside, Emilio was waving them toward an alley, ushering a few stragglers into the shadow. Sofia signalled for him to wait and ran toward the opposite end of the garden. There. A dark shape lay across the earth, blue cloak open and white breastplate catching the moonlight. A Bear Claw was carved into it. Just how many Houses had come to Anaskar? The Ecsoli lay still.

She glanced around the garden. Only the dark sentries of trees and neat piles of rubble. She hauled the man onto his side with a grunt, then worked the buckles and straps, freeing the twin pieces of bone. Next, she wrapped both them and the last pieces of Metti’s haul in her cloak.

Then she ran for Emilio.

“What is that?” he asked when she joined him.

“Bone. Where are the others?”

“On their way to the Harper – Notch is leading them.”

“Good. Metti?”

“Not far behind them. The Ecsoli?”

“I’ve thrown them off the trail for a while at least.”

“You must be feeling a strain – you are doing so much for everyone, My Lady.” He reached for her hand. She took it and he squeezed. “You will tell me if you need to rest, wont you?”

She swallowed, glad for the mask. “I will.”

“Good.” He pulled her along the alley, detouring clumps of rotting garbage, and took her back toward the Harper.

***
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The lights were dim when they returned to the inn. Once Metti was placed in a warm bed and Guingera set to watch over her, a bowl of something hot on the table beside them, Sofia found herself pushing open the door to Seto’s upstairs room, her haul of bone in hand.

Her father turned from a desk cluttered with papers. “Sofia.”

She dumped the bone and rushed into his arms. “We found Metti. She’s recovering here.”

“You have done well, I will see her soon. What of the bone?”

“There’s what Metti had and more in the cloak.” Sofia lifted it. Her father accepted the package, spreading it across the desk. The breastplate and mask were stark in the light, claw symbol clear. Next were a few hunks from a spine, smaller chips that may have been pieces of teeth and even a few shards of what could be rib bones.

“It might be enough,” he said. “With what Captain Medoro found and all of this, for two Suits.”

“Do we need more than two?”

“We do – they are of use to any Anaskari; I believe they require no contract but that of blood.”

“Father, about the suits...”

“The carving of them?”

“Yes.”

“I learnt much in the palace.” He paused. “I believe we can approximate the Ecsoli suits. And we have Osani and Argeon to guide you. That is more of an advantage than I first thought.”

“How so?”

“There are few contracts among the Ecsoli. Most seem to use their masks and suits like mute, thoughtless tools. Few are truly old, like Argeon.”

Maybe that would make some difference, but still... “There are so many of them.”

“At least a hundred Ecsoli from four Houses I could identify and three times the number of Tonitora across those Houses. But we will use that to our advantage.”

“How?”

“Even in the short time I spent there, I noticed divisions. Prince Marinus, who leads, is supported by the Bull House and ostensibly by Casa Leo but I suspect they and those Ecsoli without symbol are plotting something.”

“You couldn’t learn what it was?”

“No. I placed the search for Oseto’s acor store above. I know only that they have hidden or possibly taken the acor elsewhere. I have also confirmed that Marinus is searching for his brother because he greatly desires an object of power Vinezi stole – a Crucible – with which pieces of a Greatsuit can be combined. He believes it in the Celnos Mountains with Vinezi.”

“Then he too thinks Vinezi might be alive.” Sofia shook her head. Still everything came back to Vinezi. And now the Crucible too, the very item the Ecsoli had been forcing the children to search for. “Then we need to find him and take the Crucible before Marinus.”

“We do indeed. It will be a long night for all of us, Petal. I saw signs of mobilisation in the courtyard.”

“I am able,” she said.

He took her by the shoulders. “That I know. But we are all weary too, are we not?”

“Will you wake me when the others return?”

“Of course. Rest, I will watch over you.” He pushed her toward Seto’s cot. She removed her boots and climbed in, pulling the musty blankets high. She lifted a hand to Argeon, her fingers hesitating on the cool of the bone. Best not to remove him.

Goodnight, Argeon.

A faint pulse from the Greatmask answered.

She paused, blankets in hand. “Father, what about Seto?”

He turned from the bone. “Osani reports only two...senses of Chelona. It makes no sense, I fear that Osani and I have not worked together long enough for me to truly understand what he is attempting to explain.”

“Can I help?”

“Of course, but not until tomorrow,” he said, moving to the bed and placing a hand over her own. “You need to rest now.”

“Tomorrow then,” she said.

“Tomorrow.”

He moved back to the pieces of bone, reaching out to take one. She lay back and let the soft sounds of the room wash over her. She rolled onto her side, limbs already growing heavy.
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When Sofia woke it was to the sound of Notch’s voice.

Wind and rain buffeted the Harper’s walls and her body gave a shiver when she pushed back the heavy blankets. Notch stood in the doorway, lamp in hand. His eyes were wide and his dark hair wet, as if he’d dunked his head in a barrel of water. “Sofia, we have to leave.”

“What? What about Flir and the others?”

“Returned, but we have to hurry. You father is holding them off.”

“Who?”

“The Ecsoli – they’ve found us. Be quick.”

“How long did I sleep?” she asked. She checked on Argeon, replaced her boots and followed him.

“A few hours – it’s dawn.” He led her down the stairs. At the bottom waited a dark yet bustling common room, filled as it was, with armed men and women passing weapons and supplies down to the basement.

Her father stood behind the bar, hands flat across the bench top. Osani glowed and the glow ran down Father’s shoulders and arms to his hands. She started toward him but Notch caught her arm. “He asked me to get you out of here, Sofia.”

Sofia blinked. He what? Her heart skipped a beat. No. She pulled free. “He needs my help.”

“I know.” Notch said. “But I promised.”

“Then stay and keep your promise.” She ran for the bar, stopping before her father. “I can help.”

“Please, Petal. I am buying you time – there are too many.”

“No!” she cried. “I’m not leaving you; let me help.”

Notch joined them. “We nearly have everyone into the aqueducts already, save for the last of Seto’s men. Flir is leading them to the temple.”

Sofia ducked down behind the bench. Father and Notch continued to discuss the escape. What was happening outside? How many were there? She had to find out before they tried to take her – there was no way Father was going to sacrifice himself for their escape. Sofia reached for Argeon and he knew, even without an image.

Spirit-Walk.

Her spirit-form stood and strode for the wall beside the Harper’s door, which had been bolted, boxes stacked against it. Ignoring a hiss from Notch, she stepped into the wall – and as she had in the Bloodwood – crept forward until the stone took on a transparency.

Beyond, the pale light lit a dozen Ecsoli, their cloaks snapping wetly in the wind and rain. White bone everywhere. The hulking forms of the Gigansi lurked beyond, two rows deep. Many of the Ecsoli had taken a braced stance and several pointed at the inn.

Yet whatever they were attempting was not working.

Sofia flitted to the rear of the inn, dimly aware of Notch crouching beside her, urging her to leave with him.

“Take her below,” Danillo said.

“Gods be with you, My Lord,” Notch said.

“And you, Captain. I know you have watched over Sofia in my absence before and I trust you will do so again.”

“On my honour,” Notch said as he lifted Sofia’s body. In spirit-form she stumbled as her senses spun, but regained her balance quickly. Notch ran with her stomach bouncing over his shoulder, disappearing down the steps. She spun after him but stopped.

The inn is surrounded, Petal. Her father’s voice echoed in her mind. You will see similar scenes on either side.

She ran back to her father. How are you holding them back?

He chuckled. With their own power.

How?

Reflecting.

I don’t know if I can do that.

It was Osani’s idea. See my hands? I have linked us to the inn; it is now a mirror. Whatever force the Ecsoli use is directed back at them. He paused. A scream rose above the storm. There. One has pushed too hard. They are trying to tear the Harper down but it is no use.

Show me.

No, there is no need. Return to your body, daughter. Medoro and the others need your protection to reach Celno’s Temple.

She shook her head. They have Flir. You need me. It won’t be long before they try something else – like storming the inn. Once they do, you’ll be in danger.

A little longer – I must give them time. He said, his voice beginning to show signs of strain. Just how many of the Ecsoli was he holding back?

Even the odds.

Sofia ran for the door, charging into the storm. The line of Ecsoli faltered at her appearance, one lashing a hand at her – but nothing happened. Move, quickly – use the weather. The rising fury of the storm echoed along the rain-swept streets and with Argeon’s help she reached up, as she had with the fire in the Bloodwood, as she had with the smoke at Metti’s, and dragged down the hail and wind, casting it at the line of Ecsoli.

Water cascaded into them. Most of the men kept their footing, but several slipped to the cobblestones. Thunder clapped. Lightning seared the sky and shouts rose as she hit them again. And then a third time, each blast of wind and rain knocking another man down.

Sheer power buzzed around her, like a nest of giant wasps.

White flashed. The street exploded in a shower of stone and dirt, fragments smashing windows and bouncing from walls. All passed through her spirit form. Yet the Ecsoli were not safe – those that kept their feet stumbled back, while yet others had been cast away, only to be borne down toward the Lower Tier as the wind raged.

Somewhere, in darkness with flashing shadows and light, her body shuddered, a trembling that she couldn’t stop.

“Sofia, it’s too much.” It was Notch, shouting in the aqueducts.

Just a little more.

But the storm lessened. The wind died off and rain eased – she called for more but there was none. Bodies of the giants and Ecsoli were scattered before her and while some moved, most did not.

Yet it was the figures beyond that gave her pause.

More Ecsoli, scores of them, masks and gauntlets aglow as they banished the storm. The lead figure came to a halt, still half a block distant, and clapped his hands together – and his own spirit-form appeared. The Ecsoli’s spirit charged forward, covering the distance so quickly that she flinched, flinging up her hands and pushing back. The spirit-Ecsoli stopped. A force hammered into her wall and she ground her teeth.

A new pain grew.

What was happening?

The Ecsoli came no closer, but the pain emanated from him – there was no doubt. And it was different, deeper, than the shuddering that had wracked her body beneath the city. Was he attacking her bones via her Spirit? Sofia gave a shout but the agony from the Ecsoli’s attack drowned it, drowned out Notch’s voice, downed everything.

Something speared into the Ecsoli.

Another spirit-form – Father! The two spirits grappled in the street, shapes transparent, limbs flashing, impossible to follow. The Ecsoli was tinted red and Father blue, and for now, Father seemed to have the upper hand.

The pain vanished.

Sofia rose. Beyond the struggle, the rest of the Ecsoli were closing in. It was time to leave. They’d won enough time to empty the inn, surely?

Father! We have to leave.

Flee, Petal.

Not without you. Sofia circled the struggle, flexing her hands into fists as she waited. Not yet, not yet, wait for the right moment. There. She dived for the legs of the Ecsoli spirit, dragging him down – sinking into the street! He resisted and the sinking slowed, but Father appeared above and his wispy hands closed over the Ecsoli’s Greatmask, tearing it free. A twisted face lay beneath. The eyes were bulging and darkness swirled from within its open mouth.

The spirit vanished and in the street, the Ecsoli’s body collapsed before the crowds of blue-cloaks. A moment of confused silence fell over the rows of Ecsoli, and then they charged almost as one.

Go now, her father said, and he lifted her and shoved her toward the inn – Sofia opened her eyes to the aqueducts, lamplight wavering on the green-tinted stonework.

“Thank the Gods,” a voice exclaimed. Notch.

She groaned. Her arms and legs, even her torso ached, as if she’d been wrung out. Then she sat bolt upright. “Father.”

“He’ll find us,” Notch said. “Can you walk?”

She called to Argeon yet he would not let her Spirit-Walk – why? She shuddered, where was her strength?

“Sofia?” Notch offered his arm.

She accepted his help, pulling herself up on wobbling legs. Each step was an effort. The stones beneath her boots seemed so uneven though her eyes told her the ground was level. “If you help me I think I can manage.”

“Good. The others have gone on without us.”

Sofia gripped his arm; even her fingers were weak. “Wait. I can’t leave him.”

“You have to trust him,” he said. “He will find a way. We need you too.”

Sofia hung her head. If she went back...if she was quick there might be a chance she could still help him. And yet, she could barely walk even with Notch’s help and he wasn’t going to take her back. Tears stung her eyes. She was useless to Father.

Please, Ana, protect him.   
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Kanis sneered at the Ecsoli and split another hunk of stone with the great hammer they’d given him. The two halves of the boulder fell apart like a huge grey apple, dull beneath the overcast sky. Fat drops of rain spotted everything in the courtyard, stone and cloth alike, even hissing against the braziers.

“Got anything bigger?” he muttered.

The line of Ecsoli conferred a moment, speaking Old Anaskari, then split apart. Several headed for the nearest stairwell while others remained in place – one was Bethana and the other the man, from his lopsided shoulder, whom Kanis took to be Xanus, the Lady’s second.

He gripped the handle of the huge hammer. Was he fast enough? Could he hurl it at the retreating Ecsoli without Bethana stopping him? Would he survive the repercussions? Even the ‘reading’ they’d performed had been painful enough. And not simply on a physical level. He’d betrayed Flir and her group. Not by choice, but that didn’t matter. If the troop of Ecsoli, at least a score of them, and their Gigansi, killed the defenders of the city, it wouldn’t matter his intent.

They’d still be dead; he’d still be at fault.

And he couldn’t lose Flir.

Kanis lowered the weapon. Not worth the risk. Even with the attack party absent, there had to be well over a hundred left behind. Escape was close to impossible. It wasn’t that he couldn’t break any bonds, but they were always watching – and now, testing and prodding him in a pointless effort to discover his limits.

Bethana waved her red-painted fingers and his bones were dragged forward. “Impressive, slave,” she said, switching to modern Anaskari.

Kanis said nothing. White hot snapping of bone had taught him well.

“Xanus, send for Marinus; he’s shielding. Then gather the men.”

It seemed the woman could not reach the Ecsoli leader with her mind-speak. She folded her arms and glittering eyes regarded him from behind the Greatmask. Even from a distance of a few feet the force of her power pressed against him.

Once Xanus left, Bethana began to pace before Kanis. “You heal quickly.”

Again, he did not speak.

“Tell me of your endurance?”

A direct question – now was the time to speak. “Significantly improved over that of a normal man, My Lady.”

“Could you swim the harbour?”

“Easily enough.”

On she paced until finally coming to a halt before him once more, eyes tilted down. A head taller than Kanis, Bethana was quite unlike Renovar women. “Tell me, how precious is the life of the other woman, the one who is like you?”

Kanis frowned. “Why, My Lady?”

“Because I have a task for you and if you achieve it, her life is yours. If you fail, I will have her cut into various pieces, something I doubt your wondrous healing skills can negate. Do you understand?”

When did they capture, Flir? During the raid? “I must see her.”

“Must?”

“Must.”

Was she smiling behind the mask? “Come now, you have no choice – you have to act like you believe me. You have to hope that everything you do is not for naught. Vexing, I imagine.”

“Yes, My Lady, very,” he said, and clenched his jaw. If only he could lash out and –

“And surely you would have no quarrel with killing Marinus?”

He blinked. Just what was her game then? “Assuming it is possible.”

Bethana did not answer. Instead, she turned to the stairwell. A broad shouldered Ecsoli strode across the courtyard, the silver inlay of his breastplate catching the warm glow of the braziers. He stopped before Bethana with barely a glance at Kanis and the boulder. The man’s mask was streaked with age, older than the other masks – yet not so ancient-seeming as those worn by the Lord Protector and his daughter. “What is so important that you must speak with me? I depart at noon and there is much yet to complete.”

She sketched a bow. “Your Highness. I offer you a gift.”

Marinus turned to Kanis and folded his arms. “Him?”

“Yes. I felt he would be useful during your search – his strength is beyond that of any of those we have captured. For instance, he split that rock by the strength of his arm alone.”

“Impressive enough but we can do as much ourselves.”

“Of course, but his endurance is also inhuman.” She approached Kanis, who found himself immobilised. “And there is this.” She put a hand on his shoulder. He stiffened. She was going to – bone snapped.

Kanis screamed but kept his feet, arm dangling uselessly.

Yet already the healing began.

Mishalar smiled upon him still. Bone shifted together, blood surging and muscle re-weaving around the break. It wasn’t instant but at Bethana’s command, he was soon able to lift his arm, with a wince, but lift it he could.

Marinus’ stance shifted from nonchalance to interest.

“And in less than an hour, he will be able to swing that hammer again. He may be a useful slave if you find the path up the mountain to be blocked and felt you wanted to conserve your own or the gauntlets of your men.”

“Indeed,” Marinus said. “You have done well.”

She bowed, deeper this time.

He turned on his heel. “Once he is fit to travel, escort him to the wall.”

“On your word, Highness.”

Once the Ecsoli leader was gone, Bethana moved to one of the hunks of stone. With a snap of her wrist, she flipped it over with a thud, and sat. “Listen carefully, slave. There will come a time when Marinus must lower his guard to use the Crucible, to undo whatever his brother has done. That is when you strike.” She paused to describe the Crucible and he waited. “I will be with you, though he will not see me. I will strip away most of his defences, allowing you a chance to strike. He will not be powerless, the gauntlets will hold something, but you should be a match. Do you follow so far?”

“Yes. But how will you be with me?”

“In a quiet but painful way.”

He narrowed his eyes. More pain? This woman was going to be hideously sorry when he found a way out...unless she really did have Flir somewhere. Damn her; the Ecsoli had everything she needed to control him.

She stood, removed her gauntlets then took his hand. Her fingers were smooth, as if they’d been protected all her life. “Ready?”

The point of his smallest finger snapped.

Kanis ground his teeth. When she produced a knife he flinched back – or tried to. Bethana chuckled. “Don’t be so skittish. You’ll heal.” She sliced into his finger. Stinging blood welled. “And quicker than I.” She pulled the tip of his finger-bone out and opened her free hand, leaving the bloody piece of bone in the palm. Then she paused and another muted snap filled the courtyard as her own little finger broke.

She sliced into it with a muttering he could not catch, and removed the point, placing them one beside the other.

“Similar, don’t you think?”

Then she placed her bone into the bloody sock of his finger. She repeated the process with his bone and closed a hand over her wound a moment. “Come, we’re going to see a healer.”

Pain tingled up from his finger but the new bone was already being accepted by his body, knitting with the old. The flesh and skin were slower, but for such a minor wound it did not take long to heal – they’d barely gone down two corridors by the time the pain faded.

He flexed his fingers – they responded perfectly – and yet, there was something wrong about it.

She was within him.

She was now a part of him.

Yes – see how I follow you? How no-one will see or even overhear me?

“You must truly want Marinus dead,” Kanis said.

“Not so. I only want his role; it is not he. I would seek the death of whoever stood in my way.”

“Is the Ecsoli throne so desirable?”

“Yes.”

“I see. And how will I know –”

“Enough, slave. I will guide you.”

Kanis closed his mouth.
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Sofia sat nearest the ladder, tapping her foot, keeping the great doors within earshot and, if she needed, within sight – as all she had to do was climb a few rungs. Yet her father did not stride through the doors, nor did Holindo or Emilio, each who stood watch, appear to say the Lord Protector approached.

And neither could Argeon find Father or Osani, though Sofia did her best to search for him, whispering along the city, even as she weaved the smoke screen Metti taught her – expanding it far, far across the area of the temple, adding one other as a decoy. It took some effort, managing everything and keeping up with the conversation, but she did, for the most part.

The Ecsoli would eventually locate them despite her tricks, but it didn’t matter. They’d be moving again soon enough, if Flir had her way. And Sofia agreed. It was past time to act again.

Of all who’d gathered in the Harper before, most were now present in the Temple, crammed around a small table in caretaker’s run-down room. Mayla attended Metti and the children, Alcina and the others where they rested in the rooms and only Kanis missing – a fact that troubled Notch, if his deep frown was anything to go by when the dilar’s name was brought up.

Flir herself didn’t appear too pleased. There was a history between the two – any fool could see that, but was he Flir’s enemy or friend? And what did his absence mean for everyone, for the city? The man knew much of their plans...and the Ecsoli’s attack had been sudden...

“Flir, don’t let your past sway you,” Notch was saying. “We don’t know why he’s gone and we should believe the worst. Consider what happened earlier.”

“I’m not letting anything sway me, Notch. I’m just not writing him off yet. He hates the Ecsoli, don’t worry about that.”

“Could he have been captured?” Pevin asked.

Flir sighed. “I don’t know. I don’t even know why he left; we already had the acor. But I’ll try to find him. For now, I want to focus on the next step. From Sofia we know that the Ecsoli were scrying. They used her store of bone to narrow the search and she protects us even now.”

“I’m still holding them off, we have some time,” Sofia said.

“Good.” Flir tapped her fingers on the tabletop. “We have to strike back. If we continue to hide there’ll be nothing left for us but to be hunted down. They have the numbers, they have the masks.”

“So where to now?” Notch asked.

“Here is what I propose. First, we use Holindo’s men and Seto’s thieves to assist with laying acor as traps around the city. We set bait and target those to respond, keep them off-balance – distract them from our true goal. Second is locating Lavinia and Abrensi – we still need their power, if they have survived. They were last seen at the Tier wall, so whoever heads into the mountain will search for not only them but Seto too, all while racing Marinus to Vinezi and the Crucible, our third goal. Simple, right?” She grinned. “And if we can steal the Crucible from either, Sofia should be able to use it to forge two Greatsuits. That will be a start, we can use them to win more bone.”

“What about after?” Pevin asked. “Are you sure cutting the head from the snake will kill the body?”

Sofia nodded. “Father thinks Marinus is already at war with the Houses he has surrounded himself with. We have to exploit that.”

“What of the other Crucible?” Notch asked Flir. “That man you met, Bodol? He believed he came across one beneath the city. The Ecsoli were using the children to search the aqueducts too.”

“Doesn’t it stand to reason that Anaskar would have its own Crucible? My Lady?” Pevin asked Sofia.

“Father never mentioned it when we discussed the Crucible but...there is much we don’t know about our own city, it seems. Like the Sea Shrine,” she said.

Flir sighed. “I still say it is Vinezi’s that they seek. Perhaps they believe he lost it somehow and I am inclined to agree,” Flir said. “After all, he never made a suit like the ones his countrymen own. And consider their actions now – according to Danillo the Ecsoli are mobilising for a search into the mountains.”

“Or was it to attack the Harper?” Notch asked.

“Or both?” Flir countered.

He shrugged. “Who knows? We’re doing something either way, aren’t we?”

Sofia stood, stretching her legs. She bumped into a broom as she moved about the cramped room. “If he carries bone, I can find Bodol and we can ask him what he knows. Can you describe him to me?”

“I didn’t see him clearly,” Flir said.

“Anything will help. His scent, the way he moves, the sound of his voice.”

“I’ll try.”

Sofia continued to pace, blinking at a growing headache. Holding on to both smokescreens was taking its toll. The Ecsoli continued to prod at her screen, though hesitant after what she’d done at Metti’s, they were persistent. Could they trace her if she retaliated? Did she even have the strength? When was the last time she had a full night’s sleep?

And how could she rest with Father still out there?

The discussion around the table moved to timelines and provisions. Flir would take Pevin and Holindo, coordinating the acor while Sofia and Notch were to head into the mountains.

“Just the two of us to take on Marinus and Vinezi?” Notch asked.

“Three if you find Seto and his mask. More with Abrensi and Lavinia.”

“That’s a gamble, Flir.”

“It is. The alternative is that we all go but I don’t think we can afford that.”

Sofia took her seat once more. “We’re not ready.”

“What do you mean?”

“Give me a day. Give everyone a day to recover,” Sofia urged. “I will seek wisdom from Argeon. He will have ideas – his knowledge is that of generations, he predates the Great Landing. There has to be something else we can try, some advantage we’ve overlooked.”

Flir’s expression softened. “Sofia, I know you’re worried about your father, but –”

“Forgive me, but I believe she is correct, dilar,” Pevin interrupted.

“Do you?”

“Yes.”

Flir shook her head but gestured that he should speak. “And your suggestion?”

“Someone has to infiltrate the palace again – we need to disrupt them from many sides, if we want to be successful. We must appear bigger, more capable than we are.”

Flir sat back, face thoughtful. “The risk is great.”

“True.” Pevin did not press his case, as if the man were well aware of the fact and did not care. Or perhaps did not see it as a true deterrent. And maybe for Flir it wasn’t.

“I say we meet Pevin halfway,” Notch said. He had been slapping the pommel of a knife into his palm as he sat. “We spy on the palace, we find whatever servants remain, we do proper reconnaissance.”

“Fine. But how?” Flir asked.

“I will Spirit-Walk,” Sofia said. She did not add that the Ecsoli seemed able to replicate her feat, but if it was the only way to learn more about the enemy, then she would do it. There was even a chance she could locate others, like Marla and Pietta. Pietta...was she even alive? Sofia couldn’t fight a sense of guilt – she hadn’t thought about her friend in so long. But there was another reason to take the risk, it would stall everyone...and maybe Father would have enough time to return.

And she could search for him while she was out there – the Harper wasn’t that far away.

“It’s a good idea, Flir,” Notch said.

“It is.” Flir grinned. “Back to work then – I want people sleeping in shifts, I want the acor organised and I want a double watch set. Let’s be ready – by this time tomorrow night I want to be taking the fight to these filthy usurpers.”
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Notch rose from the barrel he’d been perched upon. “Anything?”

“What?” Sofia replied without turning from where she stared out the narrow window. He joined her. Below, the morning light hit the street beneath the Temple. Clearly, her attention was not in the room, but where she spirit-walked the streets somewhere, no doubt searching for her father, one last time. She’d have to head to the palace to learn whatever she could soon. “I should be able to find him by locating Osani,” she murmured.

It was well that she should worry for him. After all, if the Lord Protector could not return, it was a grim sign. Though, he had survived everything else so far. Few men were as determined as Danillo.

“Not again,” Sofia said.

Notch put a hand on her shoulder. She flinched but he gave a reassuring squeeze. “Perhaps he is hiding Osani from the Ecsoli, and that clouds your vision too?”

Sofia straightened, turning to face him. She removed the mask, revealing new lines beneath her eyes, dark smudges. She should have been well-rested after a full night’s sleep – he’d let her sleep through, taking her watch – but the strain was taking a dark toll. Was she maintaining the temple’s shield even as she slept? “It’s the same with Seto. Maybe I’m not searching properly? I’m working on instinct and I’ve looked everywhere I can think, Notch.”

“I know. Search again after the palace – we need to know.”

She wiped a hand over her face. “You’re right.”

“You found him once before, you know.”

A short nod, then she straightened, as if putting her fear aside. Even her cheekbones stood out a little, as if she’d lost weight. “We found him – you were there too.”

Notch began a reply but stopped. Her cheekbones! That’s what he’d forgotten to tell everyone; bones, bones, stolen bones. “Sofia, when you’re in the palace can you look for something else?”

“Of course.”

“I need you to see if the Ecsoli have been collecting corpses.”

“What? Why?”

“I just remembered. I ran into a Sea Priest on my way into the city. He told me that the Ecsoli are stealing the dead.”

“Stealing the dead? What reason could they have?”

He scratched at his beard. “Exactly my question. I’m going to the Temple to see what else I can discover; I’ll return soon.”

“Notch, wait. Take Emilio.”

“I’d rather him stay so he can look out for you.”

“I have Argeon. I don’t need a babysitter.”

“Then talk to Emilio. Or find something else to do; you’re both young,” Notch said with a grin.

Sofia flushed and he chuckled as he headed for the steps, ignoring her shout. But his own mirth didn’t last. If they didn’t find a way to put an end to the Ecsoli it was likely to be one of the last times either of them – any of them – would be smiling.

On his way out, Notch took a moment to find Flir, but seeing her deep in discussion with Pevin and Holindo, he slipped from the temple without interrupting. Ciano, who stood watch, Notch told where he was going and then he was striding through the empty sunlight, heading south and west toward the Sea Temple.

The day was bright enough but there was little warmth to the sun. At least it wasn’t raining. His path took him through several markets but they were all quiet. Once he saw a pair of the Gigansi at the end of a street but neither took any notice. To them, no doubt he was simply one insignificant man in a thoroughly cowed city.

A lone Ecsoli who stood at a crossroad posed a different problem – the man was stopping anyone armed. Notch turned into a side street before reaching the invader. Then, he jogged the next two blocks, just to be safe. Each time he paused to glance over his backtrail, there were no blue-cloaks flying after.

He paused across from the Sea Priest’s Temple, crouching behind neat stacks of timber. Were the Ecsoli already seeking to rebuild? Or was it someone else? Someone quite optimistic if so. No-one entered or left the temple as he watched. The twin statues of Ana, flowing robes carved with fins and leaping fish, fell into shadow as clouds covered the sun. Both faces looked grim, rather than triumphant, as was customary.

“Help me, Lady.”

He pulled his hood high before crossing to the stone steps and slipping within. The antechamber stood unattended, only a single lamp glowing within the hands of a smaller statue of Ana.

The main altar room was broad but low-roofed, lined with seats, each before dozens of small pools of water in basin that stood on podiums. Worshippers were meant to place tiny items of value into the seawater in the basins, either an offering to the Priests or a token for a departed loved one.

Many people simply went to the harbour or stared out across the ocean from the tier walls if they wanted to remember past loved ones – yet he saw many coins and objects, rings, tiny carvings and other items in the basins as he walked toward the main altar. He paused at an empty basin and took a coin from his purse, dropping it into the water.

For Raff.

Or for the city – for everyone, for they all needed the Gods’ help. Celnos, Ana, whoever. He’d even settle for a surprise from the Imp God.

“Thank you for your offering.” An old Priest approached, his black gloved hands gesturing to a seat. “Will you sit?”

Notch complied and the man sat beside him. “I’m hoping you can help me.”

“I will try, Captain.”

He studied the Priest a moment. White hair and dark eyes ringed by blue smudges, wrinkles, a square jaw – but unfamiliar. “Do we know one another?”

“No. I simply recognise you. The beard is new but the face is the same. Well met, Captain Medoro, Hero of the Glass War. I am Father Lucianos.”

He scratched at the beard. Heavier now, it ought to have concealed him better. “Then I will ask you directly, Father, for I hope you will believe that I am working for the people once more. Have you had any more thefts, lately?”

The Priest blinked. “Thefts?”

“Some time ago, I came across a Priest in the street. He was confused about something I suspect the Ecsoli have been doing with your dead.”

A frown creased his face but the Priest stood. “Ah. I will show you.”

Notch followed him into a side passage and then down a flight of stairs. The temperature dropped and he shivered. The Priest paused at a door, producing a key then leading Notch along another passage. Yet another stairwell, this one in a tight spiral, which halted finally in a narrow but high-ceilinged room stretching beyond the limits of the lamplight.

At the bottom, Father Lucianos paused to catch his breath, waving away Notch’s concern. “I am well, only old,” he said. “The stair is more formidable than it once was.”

Alcoves filled the walls, and within each lay skeletons yellowed with age. At first, it was only a single skeleton with fragments of cloth and lines of webs in each but as they walked, alcoves were sometimes filled with two, three or four bodies. The walls had changed too, the stonework less ornate, newer-seeming.

Buried bones, just as the Oyn-Dir mentioned?

“This isn’t the preparation chamber,” Notch said.

“No. But the Ecsoli have also been here, for reasons we cannot fathom. We are working to repair the breech.”

More lights glowed ahead, illuminating several figures in deep blue robes. They worked to repair a huge hole in the tomb-wall. Several lifted stone onto mortar while others lined the cut stone with a silvery liquid poured from black-gloved hands. None broke concentration from their tasks as Notch watched.

“A precaution,” the priest said. “The sea-silver will infuse the stone it touches, and that around it, with a strength beyond that of conventional means.”

“Magic?” Notch asked. To see the Priests work any kind of power was unusual – but the silvery liquid certainly held a glow independent of the lamplight. And if Flir’s strength came from the Renovar Goddess, why couldn’t Ana lend something of her power to her Priests?

If that was truly what happened.

Father Lucianos smiled. “Perhaps not magic. But here, this is what I wished to show you.” He gestured to the nearest alcoves. Empty. Notch turned, empty. He bent by an opening near the ground and lifted a thread of blue cloth caught on stone. Not the same shade as the Priests.

“So they’ve stolen bones from here, too? Why?”

“That we do not understand. But there is another question I have been asking myself.”

“Yes?”

“The Ecsoli came here, that much we know. There is evidence, including eyewitness accounts and two disappearances. But if the Ecsoli are in command of the city – and they are – then why the subterfuge?”

Notch nodded. “Why don’t they simply appear and demand whatever they want.”

“Indeed.”

“Shame?” Notch suggested.

“Shame. Interesting, what makes you say so?” Father Lucianos asked.

“What if the Ecsoli still worship Ana and they fear to openly break tradition?”

“I do not believe so,” Father Lucianos said. “Ana would see, no matter how they came. I fear the Ecsoli worship only themselves.”

“What if it were only some Ecsoli involved? Not all Anaskari follow Ana – why wouldn’t similar beliefs persist in the Old Land?”

“Possibly – and yet, why take the bones of our dead in the first instance?”

Notch snapped his fingers. “It’s not Ana, it’s us,” he said. “Danillo, Flir, everyone. They’re hiding it from anyone who might spread word of their activities.”

“If that were so, we would not be having this conversation, surely?”

Notch sighed. He was getting a little carried away. “Then perhaps they do revere Ana and her Priesthood after all. What if they seek quiet, rather than complete silence? After all, they have the populace utterly subdued. Who would notice save you yourselves?”

Father Lucianos offered a wry smile. “And who would we tell? Instead, we have sought to hide our own failure to protect those who’ve chosen our care over the pyre.”

Notch thanked the Priest. “This has helped, Father. I hope the next time we meet it is when we have driven the Ecsoli out.”

“As do I, Captain.”

Notch climbed the stairs, taking them two-at-a-time. A flicker of hope struggled in his chest. Had he learnt much? Was this what the Oyn-Dir had meant by ‘buried bones’? Hard to say – and yet, every piece of information had to make a difference. The Ecsoli were stealing bones of humans and doing it quietly. That meant it was more important than it seemed.

And more, the Ecsoli hesitated around Priests of Ana.

Was it a way in?

Notch lengthened his stride.
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Flir paced the ruined hall of the Mountain God’s Temple, passing in and out of a column of light.

Pevin watched on, as did Ciano. Holindo sat on a hunk of stone, sharpening his blade. The whetstone whispered rhythmically. Metti, Mayla and the others were still upstairs, safe enough for the moment. Mayla had pressed them all into service, working them as cooks, seamstresses and storekeepers – and a blessing it was too. Flir didn’t need such details bothering her, not now. Sofia and Emilio spoke together softly, expressions worried, heads close together, holding hands. The young woman – no – the woman, looked somewhat refreshed but whatever strain Metti eased by assisting with the cloaking, was still present.

If only Danillo would return. Or would he be another one lost, like Luik?

And Notch, what had he been thinking, the fool?

“Where is he?” Flir snapped.

No-one answered.

She stopped – pointing to Pevin. “Can you find me a blue cloak? I’m heading out there to –”

A sentry entered. “Someone approaches.”

Holindo stood and Sofia stopped her conversation.

Footsteps approached and paused at the door, pushing it open wider.

Notch entered. His arm appeared fully healed now, by the way he’d pushed on the door, and he wore a pleased expression. He raised an eyebrow when he saw them all. “Expecting someone else?”

“Damn you, Notch,” Flir growled. “Don’t go off alone like that, what if we’d lost you?” she said, unable to keep a note of worry from her voice. Up until now, keeping her emotions in check hadn’t been so hard.

“Sorry, Flir. I apologise to you all,” he said. “But I hope I bring something useful.”

“Yes?”

“The Ecsoli hold Ana and her Priests in some regard, I believe that we can disguise ourselves as such if we need to sneak into the palace. I’ve also learnt that they are stealing human bones now. In secret.”

A quiet fell over the room.

Flir frowned. What in Mishalar’s name could the Ecsoli want human bones for? More power?

“Human bones hold no power,” Sofia said into the hush. “They are not of the Sea Beast.”

“Did you find anything in your Spirit-Walk?” Notch asked Sofia.

“I didn’t cover the whole palace but we’ve been waiting for you; Marinus has left.”

Notch straightened. “Into the city? Or searching for Vinezi and the Crucible?”

“Into the mountains, yes,” Flir said. “And we need to decide what to do.”

“A shame we can’t simply let them kill one another,” Holindo said.

“I will follow Marinus,” Sofia said.

“My Lady –” Emilio began, then paused. He hung his head a moment. “I know what you will say. You will say that no-one else carries a Greatmask.”

“Yes.”

“Then let me volunteer to travel with you,” the Captain countered.

“And I,” Notch said. “Flir?”

Flir sighed even as she clenched a fist. Finding Marinus might mean finding Kanis; Sofia had seen no sign of him. And better, finding Marinus might mean at last putting a stop to Vinezi, if he lived. And yet...someone had to look after everything else. She unclenched her fist. There were still Ecsoli stuck in the palace, Gigansi everywhere, the people needed her. She still had the acor. Someone had to take up Seto’s role.

“You know I would love nothing more than to tear Vinezi to pieces again, to chase those bastards down, but I will stay. Pevin, Holindo and the others and I will deal with the Ecsoli that remain. We have the acor, we have hope.”

Notch straightened, though his eyes revealed disappointment. And fear. Was he thinking of Luik? Mishalar, would she lose him too?

The sentry burst back inside, eyes wide. “There’s an army approaching the walls.”

“What?” Flir’s own question was buried in a half a dozen other, similar cries.

She strode over and pulled the man closer, with perhaps a little too much force, as the fellow’s feet scraped stone. “Rumours spread of a glowing army approaching the wall from the plain.”

“Who claims this?” she asked.

“All, Lady Flir. I’ve sent a runner.”

“Good. Let’s not make any rash decisions,” Flir said. “It could be anything.”

“It’s the Sap-Born,” Sofia said.

Notch was nodding in agreement.

Flir set the sentry back down, turning to Sofia. “Here? You think they chased you out of the forest?”

She nodded. “If Catrin survived, she’d want revenge.”

“Gods be damned,” Flir said. “Haven’t we earned some respite?” She resumed pacing; only now her footfalls had a violence about them. Satisfying. She slammed her boots down on the stone.

“Dilar, this may be a blessing,” Pevin said.

“Enlighten us, Pevin.”

“The Ecsoli will go to meet them. It will be the perfect time to strike – and for Lady Sofia to pursue Marinus.”

Flir stopped. “True.”

“Let me be certain,” Sofia said. She raised the Greatmask and stood still, her attention clearly elsewhere. It did not take long for her to move again. “It is Catrin and Mor. They’ve driven the Sap-Born and other warriors from the Bloodwood and are gathering on the plain before the gates. The amount of Sap-Born...I can’t be sure but there would be scores, I doubt a single Sap-Born is left in the forest. The Ecsoli are already forming up. That might be why their scrying has lessened,” she added, as if half-to herself.

“Will the Sap-Born be able to do much damage?” Holindo asked.

Sofia exchanged glances with Notch and Emilio before answering. “You remember what we said about them?”

“Their veins run with amber and they can freeze and then shatter an enemy in amber, just by touch,” he said. “Usually supported by a Braonn wielding a hammer.”

“Yes. If they can get close enough I think they will make trouble for the Ecsoli,” Sofia said.

“Whether they are successful or not, we need to strike when they’ve bloodied the Ecsoli,” Emilio added. “Wait until the right moment – we need to end up on top here, let them kill each other as much as possible.”

“We can help them inside with acor if needed,” Holindo said. “I’ve recruited near to a thousand men so far. It’s not much against a Greatmask, but we’ll cause them trouble. Give Lady Sofia time.”

Flir clapped her hands together. “Quickly then. I want Sofia, Notch and Emilio supplied. With luck, they’ll find Seto up there and that’s two masks to take on Marinus.” She pointed to Pevin. “After that, get Metti, Mayla, Alcina and the children ready to flee into the mountain at a moment’s notice. Holindo, with me – I want sentries on every second corner with line of sight. I want to know when and if the Sap-Born breach the city. One barrel of acor to a team near the Plains Gate, ready to fire it. Another here, another at the palace walls in case we want to let them in. The rest I’ll figure out. Move!”

The hall emptied, all save for Notch. She smiled. “You shouldn’t waste time.”

“I know.” He hesitated. “Part of me wants you with me and Sofia. But the other part is glad the city’s in your hands.”

“I don’t trust anyone else to do the job.”

A soft laugh. “True.” He lingered.

“Go, Notch. I know you feel you have to.” She shrugged. “We all have dreams that we’ve had to cast aside. Look after her.”

He swallowed. “What about you?”

“You know all my dreams I left behind the day I set sail from Renovar.”

He stepped forward and clasped her by the arms. “Be here when I return.”

She grinned. “Return.”

Notch squeezed, then turned to leave. She stopped him at the stair to the room where they’d stashed their stolen provisions. “Notch, wait.”

He walked back and she handed him a heavy cleaver with a bone handle, carved with a pattern of circles. “For Vinezi,” she said.

“Luik’s knife.”

“He’d want one of us to use it. And one more thing...”

“About Kanis?”

“Yes. If you see him, tell that fool he has to survive. He owes me an apology.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 42.


[image: image]


Sofia burst into Metti’s room.

Guingera shot to his feet, but relaxed when he recognised her. He sat back down beside the cot where the old woman reclined. Her eyes were closed but she clutched her usual piece of bone, thin trails of smoke rising from between her knuckles.

“Metti, the Sap-Born are attacking. I’m going after Marinus and Vinezi, Flir is staying to cause chaos. Can you cloak the others?”

“For as long as I am able,” she said. “Fewer are searching, due to the attack.”

Sofia took the woman’s hand. Heat radiated from Metti, but Sofia didn’t flinch. “Thank you for everything.”

“It is nothing. Now go, put an end to this.”

“I will.” Sofia swallowed. At the least, she would try. But whether trying mattered was for the Gods to decide. She owed the people of the city, her friends, she owed them more. She glanced at Guingera, who nodded to her, and left the room.

Back in the hallway, Sofia leant against a wall.

“Argeon.”

His presence swung to her as if from far away, but as of late, he remained open to her. Communication was near-instant. The pictures she needed to give were received without confusion. This time it was dozens of tendrils of smoke snaking from the cloud – both her decoy and the larger area protecting the Temple – that targeted the watching Ecsoli. There’d been too much happening before but it was clear now – fewer watchers, as Metti had said. And enough were repulsed or killed by her attack that when Metti replaced the screen, few returned.

Their own attention was on the Sap-Born.

“Sofia?” Alcina stood before her. She’d drawn her silver-streaked hair back into a tail and her face bore few traces of her ordeal in the Bloodwood.

“Alcina, are you well?”

“As can be expected.” She stepped closer. “I simply wanted to wish you luck. I will pray for you.”

“We need your prayers. Stay safe here.”

“I will.” Alcina kissed her cheek and then moved back down the hall, passing Emilio as she did.

Emilio held a pack for Sofia. She slung it over her shoulder and paused. She met his eyes. Worry lurked within – he did not attempt to hide it. His deep voice filled the corridor.

“My Lady...will you permit me to speak boldly?”

She swallowed, her pulse quickening. “Emilio...I, of course. I think I know what you will say – but please do not give up hope; I draw strength from you.”

He offered a gentle smile. “It is not that. I would not lie about my fear – though it is there, I will face it down. No, I wanted to tell you something else.” He paused and drew in a breath before continuing, his words a little rushed. “That is...I hope you know that I will protect you with my life and that I wish to do so now and thereafter, that I care for you deeply, My Lady.”

She blushed – once again, glad for Argeon. Hadn’t she meant to say similar words herself? Now that Emilio had offered them, she cursed herself for a fool. With the invasion and then Father...there hadn’t been a suitable time – but that was only an excuse, wasn’t it? They were about to head into the mountains to chase down two of the most powerful and cruel enemies the city had known and despite the moments she and Emilio had been able to steal together, she’d been too practiced at pushing her feelings down perhaps. Because they were a risk – what if she admitted to him what she’d felt, only to lose him?

What if she said nothing and lost him?

Sofia took his hand, the warmth, the firmness of his grip infusing her with strength. “You are most welcome, protector. I would want no other,” she said. “When this is all finished...”

“A ceremony by the sea perhaps?”

She laughed softly. “Well, yes...but...don’t you want to simply spend time alone first? There’s so much to talk about, so much that circumstance has denied us.”

He beamed, opening his mouth to continue when footsteps interrupted.

Notch appeared. “Ready?” His face was set, expression preoccupied, and he had one hand on his father’s blade, the long handle set with the mountain insignia. Notch rubbed it as he strode toward them. He also wore a pair of long daggers and carried a short bow and quiver along with his pack.

“We are,” Sofia said as she released Emilio’s hand, and started past the cells and the faces within.

“They’re half a day ahead of us,” Emilio said as they walked. “But if they’re travelling atop the mountain, we may have an advantage.”

“Flir said that the flights of steps continued up and up. They didn’t follow them all the way – this would be more direct, wouldn’t it?” she asked.

Emilio agreed. “There’s no reason why Marinus wouldn’t have used the same path.”

“I’ll be searching for him,” Sofia said as they passed through the decrepit room above and waited with the guard to unlock the bolts on the door leading into the mountain.

Notch glanced out the window, then turned to the black passage as the door swung open. “If Marinus has Kanis prisoner we free him if we can. I might not like him but he’s dilar, same as Flir; he could help us.”

“Right.” Sofia took the first step, accepting the lamp Emilio gave her. He packed away a small canister of oil and a stack of torches.

When you find him, target Rael.

Sofia tripped on the first step. Tantos? Or was it Argeon? If it was her brother, much had changed about his voice. It had grown less sardonic. Even, not unlike the Mascare, but with additional depth.

“Who is Rael?” Sofia asked.

But the voice did not respond.

“My Lady?” Emilio’s voice was full of confusion.

“Nothing. Let’s go.”

The dust-covered stairs led up through the darkness. And up. On they climbed and Sofia soon called a halt to take water. She continued, monotonous step after step in bobbing lamplight, until hours later, they reached the first landing Flir mentioned – that with three exits and strange, man-shaped alcoves.

Onward, down or up.

“Our path is up,” she said, lowering her pack to the ground. “We should eat first.”

Notch followed her example, pausing to rub at his calves before removing bread and cheese taken from the temple supplies gathered by Seto’s men. Emilio crossed the landing several times, finally stopping with a sigh.

“I’d wager a group of men have been this way recently.”

“More recently than Flir?”

“Yes.”

“Good,” Sofia said. “We’re on the right path.” She wanted to continue her conversation with Emilio but it seemed the moment had passed.

Notch added nothing but his expression darkened.

“Better that we know they’re ahead of us than to have them surprise us from our backtrail,” she said.

“I know, I know,” Notch replied. “But we need to be just as careful. This stair would be a good place for an ambush.”

She nodded. “I’ll be watching.”

After they’d eaten, Sofia led them on another long hike, until they reached the landing with twin doors – the one in silver and the other black beneath the lamplight. Both bore masks of bone, affixed in their centres.

Both lay ajar. Only darkness beyond the black door and another set of stairs led up behind the silver. The door represented the furthest point Flir had climbed. Only the unknown beyond. Marinus and his fellow Ecsoli. Probably Vinezi too.

Mascare secrets.

She removed Argeon. “Can you find father for me?”

But there was no answering pulse from the mask. She’d tried and failed, dozens of times now, to find him. And Seto for that matter. If Father survived, he was hiding himself from all masks, just as Notch suggested. Emilio topped up the lamps and then it was back to climbing.

The steps tunnelled up and up. They maintained the same width and breadth – wide enough that the Gigansi would be able to climb. Had Marinus taken many with him? He probably didn’t need them but the Ecsoli was no doubt cautious. Who knew what Vinezi had been up to, if he lived? The idea of regeneration...it was hard to fathom. Even after everything she’d seen the masks do.

On the next landing, she stopped again.

“I just want to scout ahead,” she explained and closed her eyes.

When she opened them, for just a moment, the steps appeared before her in a double-overlay. She ran forward, fleet in spirit-form. The silver stairway continued, one more landing, this one with more strange, man-shaped alcoves and then yet more stairs before another door. She passed through into a shadowed mountainside, rock walls climbing around her. She floated forward, slowing where wind tugged at thin trees clinging to the edges of a winding path. It dropped down to a twisted ravine, sharp rocks below.

Ahead, the trail continued up the mountain and her view widened as the stone walls fell away and opened to a plateau where three trails met. There she found ashes in a fire-pit and spaces where the stony earth had been swept free of pebbles.

Marinus.

Sofia returned – and when she opened her eyes, she was blind. The lamplight quickly resolved from dark shadows and she found Notch and Emilio standing near her, swords drawn.

“The stair ends soon and I found...” she trailed off when Notch put a finger to his lips, gesturing down the stairs.

A purple glow bloomed, joined by a tiny clicking.

The ring on her finger tingled.

Wait...

“Padin?”

The tiny figure climbed onto the landing, his glow casting patterns on the walls. “Young Falco, I am glad to have found you.”

“Sofia?” Emilio asked.

Notch had not lowered his blade.

Sofia waved a hand at them. “It’s fine. Padin is Protector of the land.” She introduced the men, who sheathed their blades.

Padin gave tiny bows to each. “The Payvesa Foothills for the most part. Padin Di Mente, pleased to meet you both.” He paused. “This is not ideal, is it?” He snapped a finger and in his place stood a man in archaic clothing beneath a long coat covered in buttons. His beard and moustache were ornate and his eyes remained glowing purple, maintaining his otherworldly appearance. “There. Now, tell me, Young Falco, have you come to clear your debt?”

Her debt? He had said something about a price she might pay but she’d been so exhausted in his cave... “We are hunting a killer,” she said. “But maybe we can help as we search?”

He smiled. “That is agreeable. My price is not a burden, I trust? It should take no more than a day at the most.”

“A day? Padin, our task is urgent,” Notch said, keeping his voice respectful. The sense of Padin’s power radiated from him, clearly Notch didn’t want to antagonise the being. “Is there no way for us to act in a swifter manner?”

“Perhaps. The task itself is simple – and you do carry one of the Old Masks.”

“What is this task, Wise-One?” Emilio asked.

“A poison seeps into my hills from the mountains. The mountains are not my realm. A Di Mente watches the hills – up here, Fy ought to be Guarding the land. Yet I have not heard from him in generations and I am not strong enough to stop the poison, so far from my home.” He looked to Sofia. “You and your mask will be able.”

“What can you tell us of this poison?” Sofia asked.

“It pours from the mountain into the earth, staining and twisting all it touches. Stone, earth, plant and animal. Unabated, I fear it may reach even the city below, in time. I cannot have this and so I have traced the source to the mountain. Somewhere nearby.”

Sofia drew in a breath. “And you saying it will take no more than a day?”

He nodded.

Emilio exchanged a glance with Notch. Sofia didn’t need to guess what they were thinking. A day would put them too far behind Marinus. He might have found the Crucible by then – if there was ever a chance to stop him, it was when he was isolated from the rest of his forces.

“Padin, is there no way you can transport us to the source of the poison?”

He shook his head. “Alas, this is not my realm. My power is lessened.”

“We will help you,” she said. “But our task is most urgent, once we complete it, we will assist you.”

He frowned. “This is not acceptable, Falco. Your debt is to be paid now; the poison must be stopped before it spreads further.”

“Padin, please. The entire city depends on us.”

The glow in his eyes intensified as Padin straightened. “You have accepted the assistance of a Guardian, you are bound, Falco. I may not be able to stop the poison, but your debt will hold you to my course, if I choose, wherever you seek to go. Via the ring you wear I have found you now, I can find you again.”

Sofia glanced at the ring and attempted to remove it. Hopeless – it was stuck fast. She stepped closer. “Padin, it’s not our intent to avoid the debt, but we are desperate.”

“Then when you leave this passage, head east on the trail. You will come to the source, I am certain of it. Prevent it from reaching the city and the hills below.”

“I swear on the honour of my House,” she said. “I will fulfil my obligation, Padin, but I cannot abandon my friends or my people. I must serve them first.”

“An admirable desire but one which cannot be met this time. Good luck, Falco. I trust you will succeed,” Padin said, and then he winked into nothing. Gone was his purple glow, old clothing and walking stick yet a pressure remained from the ring, as if he watched.

“Are we free to leave?” Notch asked.

“I suppose so,” Sofia answered, without taking her eyes from the spot where Padin had stood.

Emilio lifted the lamp and slung his pack onto his shoulder. “We should make haste.”

Sofia led them up again. Had Padin finished with her? Was he actually letting her track down Marinus first? His words had been vague. By the time she reached the door and exited into the soft afternoon light, deep purple shadows between the walls of stone, she was confident. He’d let them go. Perhaps Padin was more flexible than she first thought.

She pointed. “The trail reaches a plateau soon enough. Marinus likely camped there; we can track him to be sure of his path.”

“No promises on this terrain,” Notch said. His mood was black again and he frowned when he thought no-one was watching. What was wrong? It seemed worse than in the Bloodwood. Sofia let Notch take the lead and held back a little with Emilio.

“Does Notch seem in a dark mood lately?”

“Somewhat.”

“We should keep an eye on him; I’m worried.”

Emilio nodded and they spoke no more until reaching the windswept plateau. Notch and Emilio examined the camp, deducing that a large group had indeed climbed on toward the peak. Sofia glanced at the other two exits – west and east. The east path led down, presumably to Padin’s poison.

“Do we camp here?” Emilio asked.

Sofia shook her head, wrestling with her robe a moment. “No. We need to try to make up for the head start Marinus has. We’ll find another place.” She started forward and had barely taken half a dozen steps up the path leading to the peak when her limbs grew heavy. She blinked. The stones and small, steely shrubs, the trail, the very sky, it was all darkening. Her heartbeat slowed and she wavered, falling to one knee.

“Sofia!” Emilio caught her shoulder and she fell back.

“I can...barely move,” she gasped.

He lifted her back to the plateau where she sat, leaning against her pack and breathing hard. Sofia blinked again as her vision brightened. Her heartbeat returned to normal and she was able to lift her hand to accept the flask of water Notch handed her, his own face full of concern.

“What happened, My Lady?” Emilio asked.

She drank. “I don’t know. I just started to feel...weak. My heart slowed and I couldn’t see anymore. It was nearly impossible to move.”

Notch swore. “It’s Padin. I bet if you take the eastern trail, you’ll be well but if you try to climb again, your strength will start to fade.”

“Let’s find out,” Sofia said.

She removed her pack and started toward the path leading up and barely two steps now and her vision dimmed. She fell back.

A debt to pay.
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Chapter 43.
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Silaj met Ain at a lookout’s post just before dawn. The steel-grey of the sky cast shadows over the camp below, where the Cloud and Western Clans were sheltering in the canyon, protected by the tall ridges of red and brown stone that thrust up from the Wasteland. Huddled within were tents and supplies, picket lines for the mounts, everything rushed to safety by those who survived the Wards. Regular patrols circled the camps and sentries were posted along every ridge, including a makeshift post for Majid and Dekka at the entrance to the canyon – from where darklings had already tried to enter.

All had been repelled; Majid’s skill grew with each day.

Ain had not been idle. Beyond the wards, before locating their current camp, Ain had destroyed a few paths and sent shockwaves following back down to shatter the darklings. Raila assured him he was a hero all over again, and people were coming to look at him with something odd in their eyes – gratitude and adulation. Even awe.

But he hadn’t been able to save them from the Wards.

Too many he would not see again. Kafik amongst them and even little Wim, the poor boy; no more would Ain see his beaming face, hear his giggle. The Sands had shown their cruelty again. Schan would have told him it was the way of the world. That he had to be strong for those who remained. The man’s parting words, before he left for his own lands, had been similar.

“What if the darklings attack?” Ain had asked. “Even with the men Raila is sending with you, it’s too dangerous.”

He had only smiled. “It is dangerous, Ain but I have to know. My people are in danger too, I can feel it. I must be there for them.”

“You mean to die with them,” Ain said softly.

Schan gripped his shoulder. “That might be the way of it but I doubt the Sands will reveal that to me ahead of time.”

“I don’t...you have to survive, Schan.”

“And you have to be strong for Silaj, no matter what you face,” he’d said.

A hand fell onto Ain’s shoulder, breaking his reminiscing as it turned him away from the camp. “I know what you’ve proposed, Ain,” Silaj said. Her hair was tied away from her face, held back by a bone clasp. “Send Majid instead.”

He looked away. “I cannot.”

She moved her hand to his face, meeting his gaze again. “You don’t need to prove anything to anyone now, I don’t need ‘Ain Hero of the Cloud.’ I’m happy with ‘Ain, Husband and Father.’ Do you understand?”

“I do.”

“Then you’ll stay?”

Ain opened his mouth but closed it again. Sands, how could he choose? “If I don’t try and we all die – me, you, Jali, your mother, Jedda – if we all die and I could have saved the Clans...Someone must do this.”

“Then send Majid.”

Ain took her hand and with one arm around her back, led her closer to the edge of the ridge, pointing far below, where darklings milled about on the sand. Occasionally some leaped at the wall of stone, others scrambling as if to climb.

None managed the task.

“I do not want Jali to come into a world where those things are a part of it.”

“Nor do I,” she said. She bit her lip and looked away.

“I have to try and stop them.” He placed a hand on her swelling stomach. Something, somehow, life waited within. He swallowed. Jali. “And I don’t want to leave either of you.”

She squeezed him as she rested her head against his chest. “I would go with you, if it weren’t for our child.”

“And I would welcome that.”

She looked up at him and tears stood in her eyes. “Jali will be here within weeks, Ain. Promise me.”

“I promise I will return. I did before, I will do so again.” He sucked in a deep breath. “Sands, I will.”

***
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When the Elders came to tell him his plan had been approved, and that he, Wayrn, Jedda and Narinu from the Western Clan would be leaving for Anaskar at noon, Ain swallowed and excused himself from the tent.

The winter sun fell upon his face, warm but gentle.

If only he could stay.

How selfish he was!

A pair of children ran by the tents, laughing as one of the guards called for them to slow down. He knelt in the sand, running a hand through the grains. So clean, beautiful even. The Sands were his home. They were everyone’s home – they would be Jali’s home too, one day.

Majid was strong enough to leave, but Majid didn’t know the city. Ain did – but would it be enough, even with Wayrn, to make a difference? Surviving the journey back to the City of Secrets, which might still be under attack, locating someone to help, discovering if the Anaskari could stop the darklings, if they even knew what the creatures were, and all before the darklings overran the camp.

All of it no more than desperate hope.

“Lad?”

Jedda stood beside him.

“How can I leave them?” Ain asked.

“Because you want to protect them. And not only them.”

Ain stood. “I only hope she understands, as she says.”

“Return to her and it won’t matter,” Jedda said.

“Then I am ready.” He gestured to the pack he had brought and left outside, anticipating the Elder’s decision, and lifted it to his shoulder. “Will you gather the others at the entry?”

Ain watched his old friend leave, directing the rest of the search party toward Majid’s position. Yet he had no task to complete, he only wanted a moment to send a curse after the darklings, with words he did not wish for Jedda to overhear.

When he joined the party it was with little ceremony that he set off, striding up the climbing path. “We go to save our people.”

Majid chased him from the fortified watch post, blue cloak stirring as he came to a halt. “Ain.”

“Majid, will you protect Silaj?” Ain continued on.

Majid caught his arm. “Of course, my friend. But let me warn you, since you are so preoccupied – darklings approach on the paths. And they feel different.”

“How?” Ain paused. There was a new pattern to the path. Subtle, a flickering. How had he missed it? Doubtless the black mood was responsible. “I feel it now.”

“Then you know, some distance away, yet. Be careful.”

“I will. I’m sorry, Majid.” Ain squeezed Majid’s forearm. “I cannot linger.”

Majid raised a hand in farewell and Ain did the same before hurrying after Jedda. He did not turn back, could not make himself, did not want to see Majid’s expression of pain and worry, or worse, see if Silaj had broken her promise not to see him off.

They had confined their goodbyes to last night.

If he saw her now, standing in the sand by the tents, he would turn back. If he saw her, he would run back.
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Ain jogged up the baked stone of the path, canyon walls rearing up around him, casting welcome shade. Creeping rock-daisy, their yellow yearning for the sun, clung to cracks between the stone. Of a night, they would close and a new tendril would shoot forth. He passed a boulder that was half yellow.

Jedda only smiled when he arrived. Ain let out a breath. His old friend knew when to stay quiet. Knew when Ain needed time.

He kept the paths within his awareness – an almost welcome distraction from his frustration. The regular paths were present, boot and hoof, but the newer, rapid thunder of the strange path lingered. The darklings Majid warned about? As yet, they were still too distant to be of immediate concern.

Narinu called from where he led the party. Wayrn, his shoulders straighter and his step firmer now, stopped. Jedda lengthened his stride and Ain followed. The Western man stood by a dark opening in the canyon wall. “Perhaps you should lead now, Hero? I don’t fancy myself being useful if a darkling surprises us.”

Ain lit a lamp and switched with the man, then took them along the dim passage, bypassing tangents. When he exited, blinking against the sunlight, he started down the winding path to the Wasteland’s floor of grey sand, stone and earth.

They trekked on, pausing to take water before noon and seeking shade near a slagheap of melted stone and twisted steel. It was as if a wave had swelled and crested, then froze before it broke. Armoured men and their weapons were mixed into the stone, the shape of an elbow here and a pommel there. A face was visible too, the man’s expression frozen in a snarl – even his teeth were faithfully rendered in the rock. How many were buried deeper within?

How terrible the ancient magic. How final that war seemed.

Yet war never truly ended, he knew that.

They did not tarry. Ain walked with an eye on the horizon, the path steady beneath him. Yet there was no stirring of dust, no glimpse of darklings bearing down on them. Instead, just more of the wreckage of the more recent Glass War.

While no stone attacked this time, there were black, mirror-like pieces beneath the dust. His reflection was always distorted – broken, animal-like when he glanced within – so he looked into them no more. A strong breeze whipped up dust as they neared the first stretches of grass, thin and wispy. Grey and yellowed, even such weeds were a welcome sight as they signalled the end of the Wasteland and its dark past.

Beyond stretched greener plains, stands of trees dotted across the dips and the vague lines of possible roads in the distance. Freedom from the Wasteland.

Yet it brought danger too.

The nearer they came to Anaskar...no. He’d done it before, he’d simply have to do it again. If King Oseto survived, he’d welcome Ain back. But if the Renovar invaders had won the city, what would they care about the desert?

“Wayrn?”

The man walked forward. “Yes?”

“I’d like to know what you think about my theory on the darklings.”

He hesitated. “There is merit, Pathfinder.”

“But you are not sure?”

“The Greatmaks and the Sea Beasts are...enigmatic. I doubt any living soul in the whole of the city truly understands them. If the Lord Protector were there, he might be the person to ask. But he was lost in the south when we left.”

“Is there no-one else we might consult?”

“Assuming the invasion was repelled?”

“Yes.”

He sighed. “There are other senior Mascare and there are the Storm Singers, Abrensi or Lavinia.”

The others joined them at the edge of the plain. Jedda folded his arms as he stared across the waving grasses. “There is a bigger question, lad.”

“I can guess. How proving the link will actually help us?”

“Right. Any ideas there?”

Ain looked to Wayrn. The man rolled his shoulders. “If they are related to the bones of the Sea Beast then the use of more bones may stop them. If the darklings are a result of the death of the great beast than I fear there is little we can do. How can you appease whatever force is responsible, after such a death?”

“Assuming there is a force to be appeased,” Narinu added.

“True,” Jedda said.

“You don’t think there is? Even after Ibranu’s warning?” Ain asked.

“I don’t think we’ve seen proof yet. Doesn’t mean I’d rule it out though,” he said. “I just won’t jump to any conclusions. If these darklings are a natural response to what has been happening in Sekkati then we may yet find an answer there.”

“Agreed.” Ain knelt and placed a hand in the dust. Still the darklings kept their distance. Even with the faster pulse it was clear – the creatures were not closing in. Were they afraid of him? Unlikely. And yet, the things kept pace. He set his jaw and made a fist, imagining a rope hissing with every pulse, and snapped his wrist, flicking the pulse back along the path.

The creatures receded a little more. Good. There was still hope. “We don’t turn back until we know one way or another.”

Jedda and Narinu nodded.

“I will help you as long as my king wills it,” Wayrn said.

“Thank you.” Ain rose. “Let’s move on. There are still days of walking before we reach the city.”

Yet by the time they reached the edge of the marsh, it became clear that the darklings had other ideas.

“They’re driving us toward the water,” Ain said, rising from where he’d crouched. “The closer we move to the path Schan and I took before, the more darklings seem to mass. I’ve been angling us away from them, taking an alternative and keeping mostly true to east, but they’re planning something.”

“Planning? Are they so intelligent?” Jedda asked. “They seem like beasts to me, cunning but not ones to plan.”

“I hope I am wrong,” Ain said.

They travelled deeper across spongy ground, the damp of the marsh rising around them in a green haze. Black pools of water stood stagnant and insects chirped endlessly. Greying trees grew in little pods, reeds climbing around firm ground. Keeping the path beneath him was easy enough, yet the nearer it passed by water the more fragmented it became – nothing like respite that the ocean had offered.

A long patch of firm land appeared ahead, not dissimilar to that which had revealed the bolthole he’d used on his last visit, but the shapes that appeared from the gloom appeared to be stone. Ruins? He and Schan had not seen such a thing on their last visit, had the darklings pushed him so far off course?

A small building of stone, roof still mostly intact, if half-buried in weeds and vine, overlooked dotted stone peaks in the earth.

“They’re headstones. Graves.” Wayrn bent by one of the cut pieces of stone. “Anaskari names here.” He moved to another. “And here.”

The nearest headstone was chipped and stained with muck. Another had sunk lopsided, the ground around it too soft for Ain to approach any closer. Paths crisscrossed the place but only one was strong enough to suggest a clear way beyond. Oddly enough, the darklings had eased their incessant pulsing. He moved deeper into the strange graveyard. It was not large – perhaps only two dozen headstones in all, some few fallen or sunken.

“Who would build this here?” he asked.

Wayrn looked up from one of the graves. “Some of these names have honorific’s. One is a Priest. Sea Priests, maybe?”

“Here?” Ain asked.

“Perhaps they left to start their own place,” Wayrn said with a shrug.

“It may be so.”

Ain started for the building to join Jedda and Narinu. Halfway there, he stopped. The paths were swirling beneath the earth. He spun. “Wayrn, something is –”

Wet earth burst into the air. It splattered Ain and the headstones too; a cloud of mud covering Wayrn where he crouched. Skeletal figures rose from dozens of holes, twisted mud and weeds squishing beneath their steps. Each skeleton was man-shaped but a darkness clung to their bones as they straightened. Red points grew within eye-sockets and the wisps of green light were sucked from the swamp as they converged on him.

Ain fell back. More darklings?

Wayrn charged through the headstones, wiping at his face, barely missing one of the stone blocks. “Inside,” Jedda roared.

One of the skeletons reached for Ain but he dodged and bent for the ground.

Nothing.

No pulses he could collect and send back, no way to stop them.

Hands wrenched him back. “Now,” Jedda said, pulling him along. Ain stumbled through the graves and into the ruin. Jedda slammed the door shut. “Help me.” Narinu shot to his side and the two dragged a stone bench against the door. Ain grabbed a second, Wayrn on the other end, and together they set it against the door like a crossbar.

The new darklings thumped into the wood but it held.

“There’s one more,” Jedda said as he and Narinu dumped another against the door.

“What about the other rooms?” Wayrn asked. “A rear entry?”

“I’ll check.” Narinu slipped into the back of the building.

Ain fell against the wall. “Trapped.”

“Alive, lad,” Jedda said, raising his voice to compete with the slamming of bone on wood.

“But what now? There is no path to them, no pulse – I cannot stop them. The wood seems to have been treated but see its age? It cannot take that pounding forever.”

“We’ll think of something.”

Narinu called from the rear of the building. There was an adjoining room, a narrow set of stairs and beside the Warrior, a heavy steel hatch in the floor. “It’s a cellar. Just some spoiled food and rotting bedding, but it’s dry enough.”

“And that hatch looks sturdy,” Wayrn added.

“What else?” Ain asked. There was something strange, a faint pulse from a path below but nothing usual. And nothing related to the darklings, it seemed. Instead, the path was soft...not the footfalls, but the echo. The way it returned. As if sometimes there was a path and sometimes not. More water? No, something different again.

Odd, but ultimately useless?

“Nothing. No weapons, no furniture, just another empty room. Nothing up top.”

“Can you keep watch?” Ain asked. “I feel something, there’s a strange path down there. I need to be sure.”

He nodded. Jedda took the stairs. “I’ll make sure the darklings cannot climb up.”

Ain stepped down the short flight. Wayrn followed and soon, a light glowed when he lit a lamp. Ain examined the walls, passing swollen crates of what must have once been wheat. He stopped at the back wall.

“Here.”

“What is it?”

Ain put a hand on the old stone. “There’s something beyond. A path; something I’ve never felt before.” He thumped the wall with the heel of his hand. A piece shifted. Light slipped through the chink. False wall? He pulled the brick free; a bright light poured into the cellar.

Too bright to see what lay beyond – yet it couldn’t be the marsh, they were underground. He dropped the brick and reached for another piece of stone. “This light, it can help us,” he said.

Wayrn joined him, shielding his eyes. “Are you sure?”

“Yes.” He shook his head. How could he be? It was just a vague feeling... “I don’t know how. Help me open the wall.”

Wayrn pulled another piece of stone free. Ain joined him and within moments, they’d opened a way to another room, its edges just visible beyond the bright light. Ain moved in, hands outstretched.

The path drew him forth.

The centre, he just had to reach the centre. “Wayrn, call the others. This is the way we escape.”

“Are you certain?” Wayrn asked, stepping after. He caught Ain’s arm. “Maybe we should be sure.”

Ain opened his mouth to answer but the light flashed, blinding, burning.
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Flir charged.

Fragments of stone shot through the street. A shard cut her cheek and another shredded her leg. She stumbled but closed with the Ecsoli, who was slow to react after his attack failed. She slammed her fist into his breastplate, casting him across the street and shattering bone – both plate and ribcage. When he did not rise, she bent to haul a slab of broken stone up and then heaved it into the press of bodies struggling before the city gates. It flattened the centre, scattering others – Sap Men and Ecsoli alike.

She wiped blood from her cheek, pausing to take a breath.

A team of Gigansi skidded around a corner, sickles flashing. They cut into the rear of the Braonn warriors, cleaving limbs and heads as they fought. Bright amber flashes followed; a yellow giant towered above the melee – until a hammer blow shattered him into a thousand glittering fragments. A blue-cloaked Ecsoli flung a hand at the Sap-Born and the man shrieked as his limbs shattered at odd angles.

Flir glanced over her shoulder. Her own force was not far behind, laying another of the precious acor barrels. She’d split their store into as many smaller casks as possible but who knew if it would be enough? Next would be to draw the Ecsoli into the trap and find out. Flir grinned. “Which means me.”

She started forward, meaning to distract them, when a new group of Ecsoli entered the battle, flinging men aside with their gloves or breaking bones as they charged. One cast a wind with both arms, slamming a Sap-Born and an unfortunate Gigansi through a wall. The men disappeared into the building, which shuddered and collapsed.

The Ecsoli turned to another enemy – Flir.

He pointed and a gust buffeted her but she kept her footing, dropping to a crouch. He strode forward, twisting his hand and Flir growled when the bones of her leg started to creak. She tensed, fighting it.

The Ecsoli’s mask began to glow.

Pain increased.

She tore at the cobblestones. A piece came free. She hurled it forward.

He brushed it aside and continued to attack her body. Flir swore as the pain increased. Bastard. So much for her plan of drawing them out.

An arrow flashed across the street, thudding into the man’s shoulder. He spun with a muffled shout. She was free. Flir dragged herself up and broke into a shambling run. Another volley of arrows flew by as Seto’s men, led by Holindo, stepped into the street. She stumbled to them and turned back a moment.

The Ecsoli had erected some sort of hidden barrier, mask glowing furiously, and the arrows were dropping to the ground before him. He turned to call for help. The bulk of the Ecsoli force broke off their fight with the Sap-Born – few of which remained standing. Only one man with glowing amber veins remained, flanked by two others holding hammers and a smaller group of warriors in forest greens.

“Go,” Flir shouted to her force.

They charged back around the corner, sprinting for the end of the next street. Flir kept after, nodding to Ciano where he was crouched in an alley as she passed. Beside him would wait a closed lamp, which he’d throw to the stones as the Ecsoli drew level.

At that point the man would be on his own.

If the trap were a success Ciano might not survive. If it failed – he’d surely be killed. A barrel of acor lay buried beneath the cobblestones. Enough of the powder was spread atop the replaced stones, resting between the cracks, that it would blow at first hint of flame.

Or so it would if it knew what was good for it.

Flir skidded to a halt, waving Holindo and the archers back. They were to act as if trapped by what appeared to be a dead end. They could fire on the Ecsoli, but it was meant to look like panic. Draw them in, since the bastards were greedy to kill. She lifted a hunk of stone, half a wall taken from rubble, mortar still crumbling from the edges, and braced herself.

A line of blue thundered into view.

They barely paused upon seeing her and she sucked in a breath. The lead Ecsoli had already raised a gauntlet. Bones in her legs ached. She stiffened. Her arm started to shake, twisted from the inside. A few arrows flew by, but as before, they bounced off air.

A little closer.

She raised the slab of wall, whole body twitching, wracked with pain as the Ecsoli bore down. Now! She heaved. Stone sailed overhead. The Ecsoli pushed themselves forward, and the stone landed behind them, just as she’d hoped.

It put them into position, and hopefully, distracted them enough for Ciano to act.

Fire flashed between their legs.

The street erupted.

Stone, bones, earth, blue-cloaks and fire spewed in a fountain of death. Flir raised an arm as it rained down on nearby buildings. A piece struck her arm and she grunted. Dirt continued to fall as she strode forward. The nearest blue shape was a mangled mess of blood and charred flesh, but a second figure crawled from a pile of broken paving.

The Ecsoli noticed her, letting out a muffled gasp as he reached his knees. He raised both hands and Flir fell into a crouch, but no wind came, no stone raged forth. Instead, the mask glowed and the Ecsoli’s limbs began to grow. Clothing tore as bone pushed through, elongating until great, claw-like appendages replaced hands.

Flir flinched. What new horrors did the Ecsoli unleash now?

But her enemy faltered, as if spent, and clattered to the broken earth. Flir dashed forward and drove her fist into the back of his head. The Ecsoli made no sound.

“You should never have come to my city,” she said.

Holindo and more men rushed to inspect the wreckage and the dead, but by the sounds of it, few if any of the Ecsoli had survived. She rolled her invader over. The Greatmask bore only scratches. Flir pulled it free. A young woman. Her face was slack and deep marks and cuts were left from when the mask was driven into her face.

Flir stood. “Foolish, girl.”

She carried the mask as she rounded up her force; the weight of it, and the fact that it survived the explosion and her blow, suggesting the object was more than the common Greatmasks the invaders used. She snorted. Common. Greatmasks as common – was that the most unnatural thing about the whole mess? She scanned the streets. Had Ciano survived? If so, he would be circling to their next position.

“Where to now, Lady?” Holindo asked. His men had collected whatever bone might be of use and were wrapping it in cloaks.

“Closer to the palace – I want to pressure them, now that the fighting is starting to spread.”

“Right.” Holindo called his orders and set them marching, but Flir hesitated. A tall figure strode up the street, his robe singed and torn, one arm bandaged red at the forearm. He wore a Greatmask but his robe was crimson.

She stepped forward. “Danillo?”

He signalled as he drew near. “The Pale Girl creates havoc, I see.”

“I’m doing my best,” she said with a grin.

“I am glad to see you well, Flir. Where are the others?”

“Sofia, Notch and Emilio have gone to collect Seto. They’re chasing Marinus in the mountains. He’s making his move for the Crucible.”

“Damn him.” Danillo turned toward the mountain. If he was afraid for his daughter, his fear was well-contained. “I would follow them...I want to follow, but there is a new threat that I must deal with first.”

Flir smothered a groan. Just what they needed. “The Sap-Born are troubling the Ecsoli but I don’t think they’ll last. They’re too few.”

“Not this Sap-Born.” He looked to where Holindo was leading the men. “Bring them back, we have a new priority. Did Sofia ever mention Catrin and Efran?”

“Not much, but I know enough to suspect I ought to be worried.”

“We all should. Catrin has done something to herself – no doubt with Mor’s help – something that we may all live to regret. Quickly, gather our men and I will show you.”

***
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Flir peered over the roof to a market several streets away – while her vantage point offered a clear view for the most part, other buildings and several thin columns of smoke did obstruct what Danillo pointed to. “She will be visible soon.”

Holindo crouched beside her, the rest of the men, including a shaken Ciano, lining the wall of some noble’s roof-garden. The scent of wet earth was strong – dying plants sat in overturned garden boxes nearby.

“There’s nothing yet,” Flir said.

“Soon.”

Flir sighed. “When did you see her?”

“Not long after she entered the city – even then she was too powerful for me to face directly,” he said. “I’ve been hiding and hunting the Ecsoli since escaping the Harper. It was only through chance I was there to witness her entry.”

“We assumed if you’d survived, you’d be shielding yourself. Sofia used Argeon to search for you.”

He was silent a moment. “I couldn’t risk sending her a message and in truth – I couldn’t find her, couldn’t find any of you with Osani.” A hint of pride crept into his voice. “She and Argeon work together well.”

“She wanted to search for you.”

“Best that she did not. If Marinus takes the Crucible, he will have a mighty supply of bone to create powerful suits indeed. The ancient bones of the Sea Beast will be ripe with power.”

He stopped, leaning forward and pointing again. “There.”

“I don’t see...” Flir trailed off. A handful of men or women, it was too hard to say, ran into the market, stumbling over themselves and each other. They had not made it halfway across when a figure of blazing amber stormed into the square. Flanked by smaller figures cast in silhouette, it towered over all but one – yet even he too, the bright being dwarfed.

“Catrin,” Danillo murmured.

Gasps rose along the walls. Flir leant closer herself. The girl moved erratically, the flailing of limbs clear even at a distance. Yet the man beside her appeared to be urging her on, his gestures calming.

“Can she see us?” someone asked.

“Not from here – her light blinds her from such a distance,” Danillo answered.

The fleeing Ecsoli had neared the end of the square when Catrin lifted a hand. An amber stream shot forth, splattering into one of the Ecsoli, whose scream crossed the distance easily. Amber spread through his body in a flash and he was dragged back, tumbling over the stone, limbs as liquid.

When he reached the amber figure, he was enveloped and her shuddering eased. Yet it did not cease and she was already casting tendrils after the other Ecsoli. Several skidded around a corner. One fell, waving his fellows on. He rose, flinging both arms at Catrin but her amber tendril enveloped him and he too was swallowed whole.

“She must eat or she will be consumed herself, by the Sap she has invited into her body,” he said. “I fear it will consume the entire city if we do not stop it.”

Someone wretched.

“By all the Gods,” Holindo rasped. “How do we stop such a creature?”

“We starve it,” Danillo said.
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“So how do we starve her?” Flir asked.

“Cut her off from anything she might devour,” Danillo said. “The problem we face is this – what can we use to hold her? You cannot see from here, but her trail sears stone and wood alike.”

“Iron?”

“Perhaps. We might try it.”

“Bone?” Holindo asked. “From the Sea Beast? Not that we have much.”

Danillo stared out over the streets. Flir followed his gaze. He was watching the amber glow disappear between buildings. “I did not learn enough about the Sap Groves, despite my time as prisoner there. What I can say is that the Sap is not alive but once it has been twisted, it seeks to expand. It feeds off whatever it touches.”

“Then the Sap-Born will die if left alone?” Flir said.

“In time, I believe they would. But the magic is young, no-one knows its true effects.” He shook his head. “I do not know which is worse – the Ecsoli misuse of their Greatmasks or the abomination of the Sap-Born.”

“Why don’t we simply let her deal with the Ecsoli first?” one of the men asked.

Danillo shook his head. “Too risky. That girl was the size of a full-grown woman when she entered the city and look at her now – she must be near fifteen feet tall. If we let her take too many, how large will she grow? She will be unstoppable.” He started toward the stair. “We must not lose her.”

“We need a giant hole,” Holindo said as he followed. “One which she cannot climb.”

“Of earth?” Flir said. “She might subsist on worms and bugs.”

“It might work,” Danillo called over his shoulder. “Where is such a hole?”

“There are several, since the Renovar attack. We might be able to deepen one with more acor,” Holindo said. He paused to swallow, as though his throat troubled him. “The problem is how we ensure she stays within. Anyone might come along and disrupt us. Be they Sap-Born or Ecsoli.”

“If we use the acor directly on her?” Flir asked. “Doesn’t the amber need a...host for its intelligence.”

“If we do that she explodes – spreading amber everywhere,” Danillo said. “I fear then we will all die, devoured from many sides as multiple people are struck – or even accidently come across the amber – and are transformed.”

Flir caught Danillo’s arm before he burst from the ground floor into the street. Holindo waved the line of men into a crouch. A troop of Gigansi charged up the cobblestones, sickles flashing. None so much as glanced around as they ran.

Danillo gave Flir a nod of thanks. “I will ask Osani for a solution but in the meantime, we need to lead Catrin away from people. I will be that bait – she will recognise me.”

“I know where,” Flir said. She slapped the wall, shaking fragments of stone free. “The Alchemisti. Holindo, where was that fellow’s workshop?”

“I remember. I will prepare him.”

“We also need one of the vats from the attack. If he has any vitriol, we’ll take that too.”

Danillo paused. “Alchemisti?”

Flir explained about the order and how they used vitriol in the defence of the city. “He might be able to help if he still has either of the vats he made; they were giant.”

Holindo nodded. “Seto ordered them repaired after the attack. Renaso will have them, if the Ecsoli haven’t found him.”

“Try,” Danillo said. “I will lead her back this way.”

He dashed up the street. With each step his shape grew less distinct. Flir blinked. While he hadn’t disappeared, it was as though his robe had shimmered into a new shade, matching the stone around him.

Flir caught Holindo’s arm. “Where is the last of the acor? Still in the Harper?”

“Yes. It’s the barrel we were unsure of.”

“Water damage or no, we have to risk it. I want to sink Renaso’s vat into the earth, we need to set a trap.”

“Right. Where?” Holdino asked.

“What about the old dog-race-tracks in the shipyards?”

“It’s exposed.”

“But there’s space and few people around. The Lower Tier is like a ghost town now.”

He grunted. “True. And it’s a risk no matter where we choose.”

“I know.”

He tapped the nearest pair on the shoulder, one of which was Ciano. “Underground, go.”

They ran for the nearest grate and slipped out of sight. Holindo glanced at the remaining men, a mix of Shield and Seto’s black-clad thieves, all armed with swords, bows, even a spear in one man’s hand.

Yet would it make a whit of difference against the Ecsoli?

Or Catrin?

No choice but to roll the dice. “Captain, lead the way,” Flir said with a grin. “Time to set a nasty surprise for that glowing menace.”

Holindo led the men toward the Second Tier and eventually to a stone mansion, taking narrow, stinking alleys and pausing only once for a patrol of Ecsoli. But like the Gigansi before them, none of the blue-cloaked invaders seemed aware of their surroundings, as if they listened to inaudible instruction. Instead, they sprinted east, toward Catrin. No doubt word had spread.

Broken windows gaped in the mansion, and while some had been repaired, no light was visible within.

Holindo approached the large doors and gave them a thump. “Open up in the name of the Honour Guard,” he called, keeping his voice moderate. Flir stood beside him, one eye on the end of the street, their men watching the other approaches.

Nothing from within.

Holindo repeated his command and soon footsteps appeared. “Who is there?”

“Captain Holindo of the Royal Guard.”

“Prove it.”

Holdino growled. “My word is my proof.”

“Anyone can say that, you know.”

Flir sighed. “Go and get Renaso, tell him it’s Flir and Holindo.”

A pause. “The Pale Girl?”

“Yes,” Flir said. “Want me to break the door down to prove it?”

“No! I’ll get Renaso.” Footsteps clapped away.

Flir folded her arms while she waited. “Maybe I should break it down anyway, if we’re seen –”

More rushing steps and the door was ripped open. Renaso stood in his scarred apron, eyes wide. “Inside, quickly, everyone.”

He waved them into a large entryway. Dimly-lit from cold light pouring through the broken windows, it was a room full of empty shelves with a grand staircase leading up to other floors. “We’ve had to hide everything valuable underground. The Ecsoli would take everything we have, otherwise. They still might, if they remember us.” He opened a nearby door and paused. “I’m sorry but you won’t all fit here.”

“We’re in a hurry, so don’t worry,” she said.

“Of course.” He ushered them inside. “It’s good to see you both well, I was afraid that after the invasion you had fallen.”

“We’re alive for a little longer at least,” Holindo said. “Renaso, we need one of the vats, do you know where they are? And any vitriol you may have. And shovels.”

“I have no vitriol, sadly, but during the confusion of the two attacks, we managed to hide one of the vats in a warehouse close to the Tier wall,” he said. “It may still be there. The Ecsoli didn’t seem interested.” He spread his hands. “We simply wanted to hide our secrets. There was enough vitriol left within that an enemy might have been able to...” He trailed off. “We were probably being overly prudent, weren’t we? And yet, I think the only reason we’ve largely been left alone is because the Ecsoli think they can use us.”

“No, you’ve done well. Which one, Renaso?”

“It had red tiles on the roof, which I thought was strange. Beside a tavern, though I’d wager it’s empty now.”

“Renaso.” Holindo raised an eyebrow.

“Oh, yes. It’s the Silver Scale.”

“Thank you,” Flir said as she stood. “And stay inside, all right? Tell your friends here.”

“I will,” he said. “But what is happening outside?”

She paused at the door. “The Braonn have attacked the Ecsoli.”

“Stay safe,” Holindo said.

“I will. Let me organise those shovels.”

Outside, Flir led her party down to the emptiness of the racetrack. Any citizen she passed, and they were few, she urged to seek their homes. At the racetrack, its tall walls rising around them, she pointed to a space in the centre. Men got to work digging with the shovels and picks borrowed from Renaso.

Flir supervised while she hauled larger pieces of stone from the hole, Holindo beside her. “Last time I stood here it was to hear the Storm Singers heal the people,” she said over the clink and thump of the men at work.

“If only that were our biggest problem,” he said.

“Truly.”

“What will we do if Danillo returns before we have the vat?”

Flir shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe try goad her into the sea?”

“She’d have plenty to sustain herself there.”

“Well, let’s make sure we don’t fail in this. I’m going to find that vat – I can’t afford to watch us dig. If you’re attacked, flee underground. If you’re attacked when the acor arrives – use it. We’ll dig from the hole it makes.”

Holindo nodded. “Gods favour you, Flir.”

“Let’s hope so.” She grinned.

“Lady Flir, someone approaches.” A lookout waved her over to one of the entries, no more than an arch. He pointed. “There, beside the abandoned cart.”

A figure crouched in the shadows behind an empty handcart. His clothes were shabby and he was short...no, he was small and thin, she realised as he crossed the street, squeezing himself into a doorway, looking around before approaching the racecourse. One of Notch’s underground kids? Flir squinted. It was – and not a ‘he’ at all. The girl only appeared boyish due to her clothing and short hair. What was her name again? Dilo.

Flir waved the girl into the racecourse. “Dilo, aren’t you supposed to be at the temple?”

“I know that, Lady,” she said. “Pevin sent me to find you – something is trying to get into the temple. From within the mountain.”

She sucked in a breath. “What is it?”

“Metti felt it coming and she sent it away long enough so we had time to seal the passage with rubble, but it’s still in there and it’s trying to break through and Metti is barely alive. You have to help us.”
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At the bottom of the eastern trail there lurked a stench. It emanated from a black pool of sludge, which in turn trickled out of a grated pipe that protruded from the mountain face. The muck collected in a wide pool ringed with ancient stone, yet something had obviously gone amiss, as the sludge had long since began to overflow, sliding down the edges of the pool, darkening the stone and the very earth.

There it snaked forth like a stain on the very mountain, a poison running swiftly through cracks and rivulets in the stone, not unlike veins. It was reduced to a fine discolouration the further it spread from the pool but any plants in its path had withered and to the left of the trail, a stream ran black. Rotten fish lay along the banks, as if they had hurled themselves free of the darkened river to die and there no animal dared eat them.

Sofia covered her nose; even wearing Argeon the stench was strong. Notch and Emilio grimaced as they examined the pool, neither leaning too close. Sofia joined them with a frown. The sludge was slow moving, there was just enough streaming from the mountain to overflow.

“Where does it come from?” Notch asked.

“I don’t know,” Sofia said. “But we can be sure Vinezi has something to do with it.”

“So how do we stop it?” Emilio asked. “Plug the drain?”

“Only if we can seal it completely. And permanently,” Sofia said. “I doubt Padin will accept any less.”

“Agreed.”

The ring tightened momentarily on her finger – Padin giving her a message, no doubt. Nothing less.

A bird’s piercing cry came from overhead. Flying high, its size obscured by the sun, it hovered over them, as if waiting for some unwary prey to reveal itself in the rocks.

Notch glanced at a stand of trees beyond the stream. “Let’s look around. Maybe there’s something we can use.”

“I’ll consult Argeon,” Sofia said.

She approached the pool again. A beetle skimmed the surface, chasing a spec of a fly. How could it stand the stench? Perhaps insects did not smell the way humans did – sludge spurted forth. Black enveloped the beetle. Sofia fell back. Had the pool itself attacked the beetle?

“Argeon, what is this?”

You see the remnants of Regeneration. The answer did not come from Tantos, the voice was older, softer.

“Regeneration? Like Vinezi?”

Yes, he has used the Regeneration Pool within the First Temple, which lies above. Whatever materials are not used in the ritual are sent here to be cleansed.

She looked at the murk. “Materials?”

Human body parts. Sometimes animal, if nothing else is to be found. They are used to compensate for what is missing. Whoever wished to complete a Regeneration Ritual needed to possess, at minimum, a bone from the deceased – other materials are added.

Sofia’s stomach turned. When Vinezi regenerated, he’d stolen people and animals to complete the process? His depravity knew no bounds! Perhaps just as troubling, it was clear that someone had to start the ritual for him. He was not alone.

And you are correct, I am not your brother, young lady. I am the echo of an ancestor, Oliadamo. Before the Second Medah War, wherein I met my end, I attended to the First Temple.

“And this pool is linked to a Temple? We’re close?”

Yes. Travel beyond the village, do not attempt the front entrance – Vinezi will bar your way.

“He lives? He has regenerated recently?” Sofia half-turned to call for the others but stopped. Perhaps it was no more than she’d feared. And best to deal with one thing at a time. “And I must cleanse this?”

Yes. Traditionally, this pool is cleansed and the materials returned to the earth and the water, to renew the land. Before you attempt a cleansing, you must deal with the distorted life within that has come about due to an incredible negligence.

Then Vinezi did not realise or care that such a thing was happening. “Distorted life?”

Blood of the Sea Gods has twisted flesh and bone and fur into something unnatural. It sleeps within. You must destroy it before performing the cleansing ritual, in which I will be your guide.

“And this creature?”

Is new to me, I admit. You may be able to break it down.

“And to wake it?”

Simply done – you must only cast something within. Beware, young one. It is a formidable adversary.

Sofia nodded. A piece of stone would do – but not before she found Emilio and Notch. His bow would be useful and if nothing else, two more sets of eyes couldn’t hurt. Assuming conventional weapons would make a difference.

Across the stream and into the stand of trees, she squeezed between two firs and paused within the tree line. Notch and Emilio circled a seal set into the ground – its wide surface half-buried in leaves and grime. But where the two men had brushed aside the covering, something glittered in the winter sun.

Jewels.

Clear diamonds, along with amethyst and citrine – the two colours forming a pattern as yet to be revealed. “What is this?” she asked.

“A travelling seal,” Notch said. He’d flicked a thin branch aside. “Remember? It’s like the one I used in the Bloodwood.”

“And where does this lead?”

“I do not know.”

“It looks like a peak,” Emilio said from where he was brushing at the leaves.

Sofia joined them and within moments, they’d revealed the image. Still marred by damp grime and mouldering leaves, it was clear nonetheless. A purple peak, a blushing orange sunset beyond. The icy diamonds formed a path leading up the mountain, ringing the seal also.

Yet several pieces were not in order.

Notch shifted the last few into place, each piece settling with a soft click. “There. Now it’s finished.” He shrugged. “When I was alone, it only worked at noon, so I imagine this might be the same.”

“If we knew where it led...” Sofia shrugged. “Perhaps we might use it but not before dealing with Marinus. And Vinezi.”

“Then they’re both here in the mountains?” Notch asked. “It’s true?”

“So Argeon told me.”

“That piece of slime; he’s not getting away this time.”

“And the pool?” Emilio asked.

“Its twin lies in a mountain temple higher in the mountains; Vinezi has neglected it and now the blood of a Sea Beast and other victims of...the regeneration...have created something unnatural.” She shook her head. “He needed human and animal bodies to do it.”

Emilio’s eyes widened. “Then that sludge...”

“Is what was left afterwards,” Sofia said. Notch’s face had paled and she paused. She was expecting him to react as normal, his usual hardened manner. And yet, Vinezi’s crime was truly disturbing. “Whatever had been left behind in the pool here has been twisted into some creature. I must draw it out and defeat it before I can cleanse the pool and clear my debt.”

Notch’s hand strayed to the hilt of his father’s sword. His manner remained distant, as if something played upon his mind. “And this creature? How can it be killed?”

“I don’t know.”

“We shouldn’t rush this,” Emilio said.

“Let’s head back to the pool first.” Notch led them back to the stained mountain and pointed to their backtrail. “That’s our escape – only one way, truly.”

He was right. The stream dived underground beyond the stand of trees, which was in and of itself the termination of the trail. It simply led to three steep walls, none of which she cared to attempt scaling.

The hawk gave another cry; its silhouette tilted on an air current, high above. Had it found its prey? The current buffeted the bird and it wheeled out of sight as a chill wind slipped between the peaks and tugged at her robe. She shivered despite the protective Mascare fabric.

Sofia turned to the others. “Ideas?”

“We draw it out and force it toward the seal,” Emilio said. “Keep our backs to the trail. Hem it in.”

Notch gave a short nod. “Not much room to manoeuvre here.”

“Argeon will help us.” Sofia hesitated. “When I spoke to him, he warned me. This thing won’t be easy to stop.” Easier to attribute the warning to the Greatmask. “Let me lead the fight.”

“We’ll protect you as you protect us,” Notch said.

Emilio took her hand. “It is my duty and my honour to ensure your safety. You can rely on us.”

“Thank you both.” She squeezed his hand then looked to Notch, offering him a smile.

He smiled back. “Just make sure you and that mask of yours have a surprise or two up your sleeve.”

“I will. In fact, I could use...” she trailed off. Light was building between the trees. “The seal!” A purple glow rose between the trunks, tinted with orange. Notch put an arrow to his bow. Emilio drew his blade. Sofia braced herself as white sliced through the glow, quickly overtaking the other colours.

A blinding flash followed.

She shielded her eyes until the light died away. Two figures were revealed, standing knee-deep in amethyst light, speaking loudly. The words were not Anaskari.

Notch had not lowered his bow. “Who goes there?”

A moment of silence. Then one of the figures stepped forward. “We mean no harm.”

Sofia frowned. That voice was familiar – what had he been saying before? The language sounded like Medah...

Notch lowered his weapon. “Wayrn?”

The figures exited the tree line. It was Wayrn. The man was thinner than she remembered, but his face lit-up at the sight of them. “Notch? Captain? And Sofia, how can this be?” He ran forward and Notch caught the acrobat by the forearms and laughed.

“We should ask you the same question.”

“I have no idea how we came to be here. We were in the marsh and Ain found a path...” He shook his head. “Ain is with me,” Wayrn said, gesturing behind him. Ain had followed, but at a slight distance. If it weren’t for his dark skin, she’d have flinched at the sight of his blue Pathfinder’s cloak. He’d aged in the time since Sofia had last seen him; captive in the Sea Shrine, expression one of desperation. Now there was a barrier of determination in his eyes. He took Wayrn’s arm and spoke, his question urgent.

Wayrn answered slowly, considering. Ain turned back to the light but hesitated. He spoke again and Wayrn shook his head.

“What’s wrong?” Sofia asked.

“We left two comrades in some danger,” Wayrn said. “Ain wants to return but I told him I think Jedda and Narinu will be safe if they lock themselves underground. They have provisions enough. I also told him we could wait a while, in case Jedda can follow. I don’t know how the seals work, I’m afraid.”

“Then let’s rest a moment,” Notch said. “I have used the seals before but only with help. If we move the patterns around, they could send Ain anywhere, if he tried to go back. Or it’s possible it could prevent his friends from following here.”

Wayrn translated. Ain seemed to accept; his shoulders slumping a little. But he nodded to the group. “Greetings.” His accent was still strong.

Sofia led them to a spot some distance from the pool where the group ate cheese, bread and salted meat and exchanged tales. When Wayrn finished it was with a long drink from his flask, having to translate his tale and questions for Ain.

“Ain managed to convince his Elders that the only choice was to stop whatever was stirring up the darklings. He feels there must be a link between them and the death of the Sea Beast.”

“It’s a reasonable theory,” Sofia said.

“And the seal was simply afire when you found it?” Notch asked.

“Yes. Ain followed a strange path and the light engulfed us; I never even saw any pattern underfoot.”

“A stroke of luck,” Notch said, slapping his shoulder.

“And what of you?” Wayrn asked. “And no need to rush, I was having enough trouble keeping up translating my own tale.”

Sofia started, pausing for Notch to add details, finishing up by gesturing to the pool. “We need to stop Vinezi and Marinus, but before that, there is the beast within the pool. I must kill it before Padin will allow me to continue to the First Temple.”

Ain asked a question, which Wayrn, expression now sombre, translated. “Does it sleep now?”

“Yes. But my Greatmask can wake it if stone does not.”

The Medah nodded slowly. Again, he relayed his question through Wayrn. “Ain wants to help you defeat Vinezi and Marinus. He says he can feel the path to the other entryway to the Temple; he will guide us if you will have him.”

Sofia hesitated. Could she trust him?

“I will vouch for him,” Wayrn said. “His desire is true.”

Ain spoke directly to Sofia, Notch and Emilio – his expression becoming fierce. He clenched a fist as he spoke.

Wayrn translated. “He’s sworn an oath on the lives of his wife and unborn child. He wants to end the threat as much as we do; dark things threaten his people.”

Sofia stood and offered a bow. “Then welcome. I hope you will be given the chance to return home.”

Notch held out a hand, as did Emilio, welcoming the Medah. “Hope you’re ready for more odds stacked against us.”

Ain’s response sounded affirmative.

“He’s ready,” Wayrn said. “He says that’s always the way of life.”

“Truly spoken,” Notch said, his tone approving.

Sofia had to agree – nothing was ever easy. The creature within the pool would hardly be any different. Would she be able to defeat it, even with Argeon? Oliadamo had put some doubt into her mind.

Or was it much needed caution?

There was only one way to discover. Which meant drawing forth the creature – whatever it might be.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 48.


[image: image]


Sofia squeezed the rock in her palm.

Her pulse quickened as she glanced to either side. Notch and Emilio, Wayrn and Ain a step behind. All armed; all vulnerable. And wasn’t she too? Padin had warned her – Oliadamo had warned her.

But she wore Argeon; that had to count for much.

“Everyone ready?”

“We are, My Lady,” Emilio said.

She nodded but didn’t throw the rock. Wasn’t there something she was forgetting? Something she’d wanted...it wasn’t coming to mind. She had to act, every moment she hesitated was another moment for Marinus to get closer to retrieving the Crucible. If he didn’t possess it already.

One more squeeze and she tossed the rock into the sludge.

A thick splash followed and then the dark mess began to stir. A peak rose, resolving into an arm and hand, though it remained buried in the sludge. It gripped the pool, black strings of tar caught between rim and hand when it lifted itself.

An arrow sped across the distance between them.

It thudded into the rising shape and the thing flinched, spraying tar. Sofia shielded herself with her long sleeve. Emilio cursed. A dark spot sizzled on his armour.

“We won’t be able to slow it down much,” Notch said.

“Find stones,” Sofia said. Her voice echoed off the cold rock. The wind rose, biting at her hands and exposed throat.

Finally, the full shape pulled itself free. Smaller than she’d expected, it was mostly limbs, save for one blazing eye in the centre – if it truly were an eye. The body was larger than a dog but when it slapped its way forward, it wobbled. Joints stretched, light visible between the streaks of tar. It was not unlike the green things that burst from the sewer in Anaskar – which meant its touch would likely be deadly.

But the creature held together as it advanced.

Sofia raised a hand and squeezed, Compelling as she did. The gesture was not necessary, yet she found it focused Argeon’s attention. Bones snapped but the creature slipped on. She gave ground, waving the others back.

“Sofia. If we try to smash it with a rock, there’s every chance it’ll spray us,” Wayrn shouted.

“I’m thinking,” she said.

What could she do?

“Back,” she commanded. This time her voice echoed with power, rising over the wind, but the creature continued to advance. Spots of fur became visible when one limb stretched too far, but the sludge covered the fur quickly. As if the dark mess were separate from the bulk?

Fire!

Sofia cursed. “I need fire – I’m a fool.”

“We have no fuel,” Notch shouted.

“If I can distract it, could you reach the wood?” Sofia asked.

“We’ll try,” Emilio said.

The thing had slowed. Its eye dimmed, swiftly turning to a glowing black – and the stained ground responded in fashion. A black glow shot up around Sofia in a burst, clouding her vision. Cries of pain rose around her, and she spun. Emilio was writhing in the air, lifted by the dark light. Notch had fallen to one knee, fighting to drag himself out of the glow. Wayrn and Ain were already moving away from the stains, which had not reached far along the trail.

Argeon protected her – yet she could no longer see the creature.

More wind tore through the clearing, causing the black to falter. The thing became visible, almost upon her. She lashed out with whatever she could find – more wind. It drove the creature back and dispersed the glow, momentarily drowning out the cries of pain.

A limb shot forward and she flung her arm up – blocking the sludge, which hissed through her robe and splattered against Argeon. More hissing. She pulled wind to her body once more, shuddering with its force before flinging it at the thing, sending it sliding back. Sofia raised her arms and drew yet more wind from the sky – not unlike the storm before the Harper – and channelled it at the creature, slamming it against the stone of the pool.

And there she pinned it.

Blast after blast of chill air. Wind pummelled it. Held it in place. She advanced, clothing billowing. Argeon’s glow intensified.

“More,” she cried.

She hurled another blast, sucking down yet more mountain air, tearing it from the snow-capped peaks now, drawing more and more, pulling little shards of ice as she did. Cries arose from behind her, but they were faint sounds of shock. Not pain. Sleet hammered the creature. It flinched as thin shards of ice lanced its body. Sofia smashed it into the stone with such chilling wind, from the darkest reaches of the mountains above, that ice began to form around the thing. The edges turned a bitter white, the darkness shrinking.

Was it dead?

Make sure.

She drove more wind and ice at it, each piece sticking like a spear, until she could hold no more. The wind died and she gasped. She shivered, icicles glinted on Argeon’s eye-sockets and cracked when she moved her legs. Her first step nearly sent her sprawling. Ice glinted all around the pool, all over the ground but concentrated most heavily on the creature.

She crouched beside it. “Argeon, is it dead?”

Yes. You acted well. Oliadamo was pleased. Now I will lead you in the cleansing.

Oliadamo raised her hands over the pool. Within lay a thin layer of sludge, less than a foot deep at a guess, its surface still. Hints of ice climbed the edge closest to the creature. Argeon glowed and a warmth spread through her, drawn from the mask itself – and set the pool to boiling. Hissing black steam rose. Oliadamo kept the heat on the pool, while at the same time drew more wind and cast the black gas high into the air to dissipate. Finally, it grew clear. There. All is cleansed.

All that remained in the bottom of the pool now were fragments of bone and claws from an animal, perhaps a wolf, floating in a clear liquid tainted the faintest shade of blue.

“How does it rejuvenate the land?” Sofia asked.

When properly maintained the pool does not turn rancid. Then, it is allowed to overflow and the blood of the Sea God is spread across the land via the rivers.

“Sofia! Quickly.”

She spun. Wayrn waved for her to join him where he crouched over the prone body of Notch. Ain knelt beside Emilio, who was similarly motionless. She slipped on the icy stone as she ran. How could she have forgotten them?

She reached Notch first and gasped.

Black coursed through his veins, tracing splayed lines up along his neck and into his cheek – even his wrist and fingers were poisoned. Further up the trail, Emilio was the same. “Bring them together,” she commanded.

Wayrn and Ain complied. Sofia knelt between the stricken men. Both were pale and neither man’s chest rose very high, breathing shallow.

“Argeon.” She flung a picture at the Greatmask – the first that came to mind – that of both men vomiting black tar, sitting up as they hacked great coughs.

Power flowed from her. Notch and Emilio jerked upright, eyes wide as they coughed. A stream of black bile poured forth. Notch rolled onto his side, coughing and hacking. Emilio mirrored his movements. Wayrn slapped Notch on the back and Ain duplicated the gesture for Emilio.

Black tar continued to spew from their mouths, pooling on the stones.

Yet the sludge did not hiss and the darkness within their veins began to fade. Notch heaved another mass of blackness and she checked on him. Even the black tendrils in his throat, which had been darkest, were fading.

Emilio fared as well, shadows disappearing from his face.

She kept the pressure on, until both men stopped – Notch driving himself away from the pool of sludge and Emilio staggering to his feet to lean against a wall. Both men breathed hard, eyes still wide.

“Thank you,” Notch gasped.

Emilio tried to smile at her. The blackness of his lips and teeth marred the gesture of gratitude. She took water from the pile of packs they’d made before the fight, and removed a flask, which she handed to him. “Here.”

He drank, washing his mouth out and spitting. “I apologise, My Lady. I know I must look unbecoming.”

She put her arms around him and squeezed. “I don’t mind.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 49.


[image: image]


Kanis hurled another boulder into the ravine. It flattened one of the dark pine trees that clung to the slope, crashing all the way down. The scent of split wood and sap rose. He paused to wipe his brow beneath the overcast sky, the chill in the air doing little to cool his sweat.

Or his temper.

Another slab of rock flew into the shadows below, the nearby Gigansi giving a grunt. A second took the man’s place at the edge of the ravine, dropping another huge rock over the edge. Kanis fell into step behind one of them, bending at the wall of rubble that sealed the pass and gripped another huge hunk of rock. This one had one smooth side, as if it had once been part of a statue. And maybe it had; Vinezi had obviously been thorough.

At the ravine, he cast it down and rejoined the cycle.

Just as he’d been doing since morning. He and the other half-dozen Gigansi worked while Marinus and one of his sycophantic seconds, and their attendants, watched. Occasionally they inspected the wall, where they’d split some of the more compacted sections of stone with their masks, before returning to their tents.

Once or twice, Marinus had left his tent, a cup of steaming tea in his hand. He watched a moment, nodded, then returned without a word.

“Lazy bastard,” Kanis would mutter.

He reached the towering pile of rubble again, climbed to the top, took up a piece of stone and tossed it into the ravine from where he stood – just for variety’s sake.

Getting bored, yet?

Bethana again. He sighed. “Why don’t they just blast a hole in the damn mountain?”

He’s afraid to use too much of his power. Unlike our masks, his Greatmask is the only thing that – as far as I can tell – is unable to be drained. The rest holds a finite amount of power only.

“To hell with him then,” he said. None of the Gigansi bothered to glance at him. None spoke Anaskari and they were used to his muttering, it seemed. To them, he probably appeared to be speaking to himself, complaining about the task.

And why not? It was garbage.

That’s the idea.

He snorted, flexing his fingers while he waited. His little finger always tingled when she spoke in his mind. “I’m still not convinced, you know. Your plan leaves a lot to chance, My Lady.”

You don’t have anything else. Besides, no gain without risk.

“True – though I take all the risk.”

Laughter.

He heaved another piece into the ravine. “Forgive me if I don’t join the merriment.”

Fine. If you’re looking for assurance – steal his Fox-shaped charm, he wears it beneath his breastplate. It will absorb any magic directed at the wearer.

“Indefinitely?”

No, but it might be enough to survive an attack. Just be sure to replace it with a good fake.

“And how can I do that exactly? I have no bone and carving isn’t one of my skills – not to mention taking his armour off without him noticing.”

Don’t worry – there’s a dead animal nearby. Go take a bone and I’ll do the carving. In fact, I should have thought of it before you left. My fault. You take care of stealing it. Let me do the rest.

“Whatever you say, My Lady.”

By dark, he slumped against a rock wall after the meal, cold trail rations, just close enough to the fire to feel its warmth. Earlier he’d snapped a thigh bone from whatever half-eaten animal lay nearby, under the pretext of relieving himself, and now his hands, which moved of their own accord, began shaping the rough outlines with his knife – dulling the edge.

So sharpen it later.

Kanis didn’t reply. Weariness dragged at his limbs – even with Bethana using them – his strength held throughout the day, no stone was too heavy, but his endurance had eventually flagged. Still, Marinus hadn’t appeared to care and there were hints of proper, tooled stone visible at the edges of the pile. Perhaps Vinezi’s stunt wouldn’t put them back as far as first thought – though Marinus was always discussing other methods to pass into the First Temple.

Yet it always came back to the temple lying directly beyond the clogged pass.

Kanis closed his eyes. His hands worked on, the soft scrape of steel on bone soothing. Did she really think she could fool Marinus with a decoy?

Don’t concern yourself about that; I will imbue it with just enough to fool him. Instead, worry about the theft. And remember, I don’t need you to survive killing him, only to succeed in doing so.

“Then why help me?” he whispered. How distant her voice had become. And had the orange glow of the fire grown dim?

Because to succeed, you need all the help you can get.

Kanis did not answer.

When he woke, the grey light of dawn was breaking through clouds. Wind brought rain, slashing across the surface of the blockage. He stretched, glowering at the pile of stone. Wonderful. Endless piles of slippery stones. He stood and a new weight pulled at his tunic, the piece of bone Bethana had been working on. He peered into the pocket. Already half-formed – the head and legs, tail too, all emerging from the hunk.

He shook his head. Still hadn’t figured out how to take the real charm.

A passing Gigansi gave him an odd look and he grinned. Whatever the poor fellow thought he was doing, staring down his own tunic and frowning, it was better not to even attempt an explanation.

Marinus himself was shouting orders from the mouth of his tent, urging everyone to hurry, if his agitated waving was an indicator. Kanis sneered. Seems the man didn’t like the rain, either.

Kanis joined the breakfast line, wolfed down the hot food – finally – then headed for the rubble. He’d only heaved his first stone into the ravine when one of the Ecsoli waved him over. Rain splattered against the man’s mask but it beaded on his cloak – not unlike the red robes of the Mascare.

“You. Inside,” he said.

Kanis followed the man into the tent, where he was caught and held in place by the bone-magic. The man gestured that he should shake off the rain before stepping further inside, where Marinus and his silver breastplate glinted. A brazier burned nearby and a selection of cut orange and apples were arrayed before him, between two steaming cups of tea.

“You were the one Vinezi hired to storm Anaskar, were you not?”

“Yes, My Lord.” And in hindsight, it would have been better had he never met the fool. Now his dream of riches was well and truly dashed. And worse – yes, worse – he’d left things poorly with Flir. Again.

“Then you are familiar with this.” Marinus snapped a finger. One of his attendants lifted a small barrel onto the table, opening the lid.

Dark powder – acor.

Kanis stiffened. “Could you move it further from the brazier?”

“Fool,” Marinus roared. He dragged the barrel to the opposite end of his table. The Ecsoli bowed deeply. Marinus waved him away. “We plan to use it on the rubble, now that we have made some headway. How much is needed to ensure access to the pass?”

“I could only estimate, My Lord.” Kanis said. They’d obviously taken it from the palace, but how much did they have? Too much and he’d kill them all. It wasn’t a bad thought, save that there was a chance he’d be killed as well. Dilar he may be, but acor remained too much of an unknown. “To be safe, I would recommend perhaps two mug-fulls at first. To be sure we don’t cause any avalanches. Your Highness,” he added.

“I see.” Marinus studied him. “Not only your own life hangs in the balance, should I learn that you have lied here in a foolish attempt to strike at us.”

“No more than two mug-fulls,” he repeated. “Completely protected from the rain. Not a single drop must touch the acor.”

“Very well.” He glanced to one of his attendants. “See to it. Inform me when all is prepared.”

Kanis was ushered back into the rain and the blocked pass, where he was told to assist the Gigansi create a sheltered hole for the acor. He helped the giants create a snug alcove within the clogged pass, then stood aside. The Ecsoli who’d placed the barrel too close to the brazier – the other Ecsoli was bulkier – knelt before the alcove, arranging the acor before him.

When the man stood back, he revealed a water flask with a slash through it, dark powder within. Two cups? Hard to say, but it had better be. Kanis gave a short nod; at least the Ecsoli had placed the flask deep within the crevice. The fellow was now waving Marinus over, who strode forth with a burning torch in hand. The Ecsoli Prince shouted for those gathered to take cover beyond the tent, where he would hold a barrier.

Whatever that meant.

Marinus gestured to one of the Gigansi, then thrust the torch out before retreating to the safety of the barrier, something Kanis couldn’t see. The Gigansi clenched his jaw as he strode forward. Even throwing the torch, as the man doubtless planned to do, would be a risk.

Kanis sighed.

He ran forward and caught the Gigansi by the arm. “Let me,” he said. He held out his hand. The Gigansi glanced back at his masters. Marinus shouted something, obviously affirmative, for the giant passed the torch over with a single word. Kanis hoped it was ‘thanks’ rather than something that suggested he was being foolish.

Once the man was behind Marinus’ invisible line, Kanis strode forward. The torch hissed as spots of rain hit it, but he sucked in a deep breath of the chill mountain air, drew back his arm and hurled the torch.
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Notch climbed the stony trail, pausing at a wave of dizziness. He leant aside and spat more black liquid, a glob of which splashed across a patch of yellow wildflowers. “Sorry,” he told them. But every piece he got out made him feel that much better. Clear head, stronger balance, tightness easing in throat and chest; better.

“Delightful, Notch,” Sofia said from where she walked beside him, leading the group higher into the mountains.

He grinned. “That’s not what you say when Emilio does it.”

“That’s because he’s a sweet man and you’re a mercenary.”

“Ah, I see.”

Ahead, trees thickened and his stomach twisted – but not due to any lingering poison, but the black feeling he’d been fighting for days. Vinezi and Marinus had forced his hand and despite a futile, unexpressed hope, there was no way to avoid what lay ahead. They’d climbed the mountain from the wrong part of the south.

Coming up nearer the iron mines might have allowed him to bypass Casa-Cielo.

Yet Ain was adamant that an ancient path, a recently used path, led directly north.

Which would put Notch within passing distance of the western trail leading across to Casa-Cielo.

Leading to his old village.

Leading to Father.

To Amina.

To the life he’d been denied; her love, comfort. The child they’d planned for – gone, merely another dream dashed. There was nothing there for him. He would pass the road. Old ghosts would not haunt him this time. Luik’s blade slapped against one thigh as he walked. Vinezi came first.

Typical, son. Running away again.

Father’s voice, heavy with disappointment.

This time he didn’t bother with his usual response. What could be said, truly, that he hadn’t said before? The bitter words never changed – that was the problem with memories. They couldn’t be changed; only forgotten.

And he wasn’t that lucky.

“Notch?” Sofia watched him as she walked, taking her eyes off him a moment to detour a deep puddle.

“Yes?”

“Something is wrong, isn’t it? Is it Ain? Or the trail? You seem to know where we’re going – half the time, even before Ain chooses a fork, you’ve started up the right path.”

“I do know this part of the mountain.”

She waited.

“I was a child here. My old village lies nearby.” He sighed. Hadn’t meant to share that – and yet perhaps admitting as much meant he could remove the lingering temptation. For he could not lie to himself; part of him wanted to be there. Other, stronger parts did not. It was better to squash the possibility aloud. “But I will not see it. We don’t have time.”

“Oh,” Sofia said. “I’m sorry, I remember now. That day on the wall, when Lavinia sent the Sea Beast away. You told me you hadn’t seen them for a long time.”

“Casa-Cielo lies at the end of a trail heading west. We’ll reach the trail before nightfall but the First Temple must lie in a different direction. That path will head north, I suspect,” he said.

“You’ve seen it?”

“No – but there’s a strangely uniform quality to some of the walls of the mountain there. Raff and I used to wonder about it, when we were young.”

“Uniform? Like the walls at the foot of the Sea Shrine?”

“Perhaps more so.”

“Then that must be it.”

A deep boom cut off Notch’s response. It rumbled the very stone beneath his feet. He spun to its direction, as had Sofia and the others. No more thunder followed and the mountains above didn’t slide down onto them.

“Avalanche?” Wayrn asked.

“It didn’t seem to be a continuous sliding, crashing and rumbling, did it?”

“We’d better keep moving,” Sofia said.

At first, no more booming rang out as they walked on, but Notch kept an eye on the surrounding peaks, even when they entered the trees. Barely two steps within it came again and then no more. “Something is amiss,” Sofia said.

“We need to hurry,” Notch said. He picked up the pace as best he could; the wind and rain lessened, but so did the light. Thick shadows loomed between broad trunks and the leaves swallowed up the sound of their footfalls.

Few words passed between them until evening when Notch slowed. There. The fork in the road – one leading on and upward and the other sloping down toward Casa-Cielo.

The sign was weatherworn, grey, almost diseased looking – the deep carving of the letters worn away. He paused beneath it. A shadowy trail stretched between the trees. Dark shrubs encroached upon the path. Ain shouted something in Medah. Notch spun. Had it been the word for ‘danger’? The Pathfinder had knelt, both hands upon the stone. Words tumbled forth.

“What is he saying?” Sofia asked.

Wayrn wore a look of concentration. “I think he said something about ‘darklings’ about danger. He wants us to flee. To...to find a cave if he fails.”

“Fails what?” Notch asked. He’d followed some of Ain’s words but it didn’t make much sense. He tore his father’s sword free, its rasp echoed by Emilio drawing his own blade.

“Ain?” Wayrn repeated the man’s name but the Pathfinder did not answer. Instead, he closed his eyes. His lips moved as he faced the road to Casa-Cielo.

“There!” Sofia pointed.

At the bottom of the trail, something dark approached. Notch raised his weapon. Two glowing points of red lay within the centre of the dark shape, swirling flashes of white visible too. The darkling – if that was what it was – surged forward. As it passed the shrubs, the force of its movement stirred them – only the shape was no shrub. Instead, a cloak or robe was whipped up, only to fall back across...a body.

The thing charged on, gaining speed.

Ain’s hands changed, as if gripping something unseen, then he threw his arms up and snapped them down with a cry. Something flew forth, an impression of power, yet nothing Notch could see. Naught but a rushing sensation followed.

But the force flew forward nonetheless, striking the darkling.

Black and white exploded into fragments. They rained down from the treetops, pattering to the loam. Several pieces bounced to a halt at his feet. Notch crouched. Bone. Pieces of bone. And...wood?

“What happened?”

Ain sighed before he spoke. His answer was long. Wayrn nodded as the Pathfinder spoke, occasionally asking questions. Notch picked up only a few words, again, not enough to make any sense of the story as there were too many unfamiliar words. He heard ‘rope’ and a word like ‘killed’. Wayrn took over once Ain finished. “Ain destroyed the darkling by returning the force it sends along the paths. He explained it like taking hold of the path and whipping it, as if a piece of rope. The shock is sent back and strikes whatever makes the force – but he’s worried because he didn’t feel the darkling on the path at the usual distance. In all his encounters with darklings, he can feel them from afar.”

Notch put a hand on Ain’s shoulder. “Thank you.”

His words were echoed by the rest of the group. Ain smiled.

“We should hurry,” Sofia said. “If more of those things are here.”

“I have to see something first,” Notch said. He jogged to the shape he’d mistaken for a shrub. A body. Torn in half. He fell back. The man’s insides were crawling with feasting insects. The cloak covered his face but the clothing was all-too familiar. Beyond the man was another figure, deeper into the trees. This fellow faced the sky, a deep rent in his chest and his leg severed at the knee. A short sword was still gripped in a pallid hand.

He knew both men.

Vedan and his son, Ecco, village Diviners. Both had been fleeing something, clearly – darklings? A chill crept over Notch. Father. Mother. Amina.

He broke into a sprint.

Voices cried after him, tiny, distant. Trees flashed by and the dim road twisted and weaved – yet he knew every dip, every tree-root and when he did stumble, it was not for long. Cold air seared his lungs as he pumped his arms, knuckles white around his sword hilt. On he ran, ducking low branches and leaping obstructions, panting as his boots thundered across the stone, eyes tearing from the rush of air.

He burst through the tree line.

Birds scattered; on the edge of his awareness it seemed one had been gold – yet it was the village itself he saw – or what he didn’t see that caught his attention.

Casa-Cielo lay deathly silent.

No smoke rose from chimneys as it ought to have in winter, no warm light glowed beyond windows – many housed no glass at all. No hammer sat on the altar in the centre of the square, as befitting Celnos and the Winter Watch.

Nothing.

“Mother?” He charged into the square, spinning in a half circle. “Father?”

His home was dark; nothing appeared amiss from outside. Even the potted plants, now dormant, were lined up neatly beside the door. The section of stone where he and Raff had carved their names – stupidly, on the front of the house – remained, glinting with soft rain.

Inside, all appeared in place – his father’s armour stood untouched. Notch traced a finger over the crest, the mountain peak and the line of the sun behind it. How often, as a child, had he imagined himself wearing it? Striking down bandits or Medah invaders. How glorious it was all going to be. He’d come home a hero and make everyone proud and Amina would be happy...

He turned away.

The kitchen too, was undisturbed. The chair where Father sat, near the stove, from where he would pronounce judgement. A dark blanket was still folded on the seat. On the table, two thick candles remained unlit. Dust had formed on the windowsill. Mother’s shelves were the same – and in the bedroom, Father’s heavy dagger was missing from its stand.

Two tiny details – yet what did they mean? Had they escaped the darklings? Had anyone? He left the house and crossed to another building, empty. Yet here were signs of a hasty flight. Shrinking apples strewn across the floor. A chair overturned.

Two houses back, closer to the tree line waited Amina’s home. He crossed the long path, working his way between fallow garden beds. Weeds were peeking through and frost had killed any useful plants.

The blue-painted door hung shattered, half off its hinges.

And a body lay in the doorway.

Tegna. His face blank; two great slashes crossing from chest to throat. Black blood had long since pooled and set around his body. Poor fool. Tegna hadn’t been a bad fellow – it wasn’t the man’s fault she’d chosen him over Notch after the Glass War. Why would she wait and wait forever, and not move on with her life? Notch bent to cover the man’s face with a cloth taken from the floor.

It was one of Amina’s shifts.

The house was empty. He leant against the wall, hands shaking. His last words to her, spoken years and years ago now, rang in the silence.

I’ll leave if you tell me that your love with him is truer than ours.

She’d swallowed before answering and her answer sent him from Casa-Cielo and into the dusk.

And now, was he denied seeing her one last time? Notch swore. Had the filthy darkling taken her? Taken everyone? He kicked the last of the door free and strode back into the square.

“Amina!” he cried.

Only the echo of his voice – except, no. Movement between the homes. From the northern end of the village. Notch charged.

A tall figure wearing a bone white mask emerged.

Ecsoli!

He raised his father’s sword and roared a challenge. The figure hesitated. Notch closed the distance and drew the blade back. His enemy flung out a hand and Notch was cast through the air. He thumped onto stone and rolled to his feet.

The man was shouting at him. Shouting in Anaskari. Shouting his name.

Notch blinked.

“Notch you fool, what are you doing?” The figure removed the mask, revealing an old man’s irritated expression.

Seto.
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Flir swore – the vilest curse she had – and even Dilo flinched. Beyond, the street remained empty. The distant echo of shouts remained faint and a misty rain started to sweep in from the ocean. The sound of shovels striking earth rose from behind, a harsh scraping.

“There has to be a way,” Holindo rasped.

“Any ideas?”

“Is our thinking too convoluted?”

She exhaled. “I don’t know. Keep going.”

“We could use a building to contain her instead. Then we’re not dependant on so many aspects falling into place.”

“Then we have to protect the whole building, which could be a problem in an occupied city.”

“True.”

“And I got the feeling from Danillo that it has to be pretty close to airtight. Catrin might simply seep out a window or between cracks in the mortar.”

He nodded.

“Damn everything.” Flir spun and kicked a piece of stone across the yard, where it lodged itself into one of the walls. “I cannot be everywhere at once and no-one can move the vat alone but me. We don’t have time.” She folded her arms. “Here’s what we do. Holindo, stay the plan. Flee underground. If you have to use the acor due to wandering Ecsoli, do so. Dig from there. I’m going to bring the vat.”

Dilo opened her mouth to speak but Holindo beat her to it. “And Metti and the others?”

Flir sighed. “Second priority; they’re moving.”

“Where?” Dilo asked, her face brightening.

“I’m throwing them upon the mercy of the Gods again. Take them to the Sea Priests.”

“And everyone will be safe there?”

“No-where is safe, Dilo – but Notch said that the blue-cloaks are mostly keeping away from the Sea Priests.”

“Good.” She shot out of the racetrack, glancing over her shoulder as she ran. “You can trust me, Lady Flir. I’ll get them there.”

Flir grinned. She probably would. “I guess it’s my turn,” she said to Holindo. “Wish me luck again.”

“All that I can spare,” he said.

She slapped his shoulder, causing him to wince, and set off on her own. At first, it was a sprint but then she fell into a jog, detouring open spots like squares and markets then slowing further as the sound of the harbour grew over the thud of her boots. The crash of waves and wind masked the voices of the Ecsoli and Gigansi gathered on the docks, the mist glinting on their bones. Were they discussing whether to help with Catrin?

She couldn’t stay to find out.

Instead, Flir followed the lay of the Tier wall until she came to a red-tiled warehouse beside a tavern. Just as Renaso said. The Silver Scale was closed and a battered sign swung from its hook, squeaking. The small side door to the warehouse was unlocked. She’d barely taken a few steps into the dim interior when a figure rose from a nearby pallet. The man held a heavy club.

“Who goes there?”

“I need the Alchemista’s vat,” Flir said. “Can you help me?”

He lowered his weapon a little. “You mean that thing in the corner?”

The vat stood nearby, towering over her, its sides corroded from the vitriol in long black streaks. It stood beside two great doors used for loading ships hulls etc. “Do those doors still open?”

“They do. But it don’t matter-is, the damn thing’s too heavy for one girl.”

“I’m unusual,” Flir said.

He squinted at her. “What does that mean then?”

“Can you open the doors – I’m going to roll the vat out. Trust me, have you heard of the Pale Girl?”

Now his eyes widened. “That’s you-is?”

“Right. Let’s go.” She ran to the doors and he followed, pulling a bolt free and dragging open one side as she took the other. Cold air rushed in. She returned to the vat and found a part that didn’t look so corroded, then glanced at the man. “Better make some room.”

She gave a push – enough to tip it some of the way over – then let it fall. A mighty clang rang out, following by a steaming hiss as the vitriol that remained began to sizzle in the dirt. Would the Ecsoli hear and come to investigate? Hurry. She manoeuvred the vat around until it was lined up with the double doors and started forward. The vat crunched as it moved and scraped the top of the doorframe but came free. Flir rolled it along the street, pausing to wave to the warehouse owner.

The vat caused a racket as it rolled along, propelled by her regular shoves. She ran behind it, occasionally letting it forge ahead while she checked on the streets. Once, a man in Anaskari clothing ran from the path of the vat but again, no Ecsoli appeared. Hopefully too concerned with Catrin.

Her path turned uphill. She began to sweat, even in the cold with the soft rain beading in her hair.

Or maybe the sweat came from tension?

Having to use the wider streets did leave her more exposed. She pushed on, closing in on the racecourse. Her hands had begun to sting – was that the chill or the traces of vitriol?

A muted boom vibrated through the street. She caught the vat a moment, then drove her shoulder into it, hurling it forward. Acor. Which meant that either Holindo had been attacked or that they were ready for the vat. If the latter, someone would be investigating soon, Catrin or not. She swore again. An oversight in their plan – hopefully the only one.

She turned Renaso’s oversized canister, with some more cursing, into the street nearest the course but before she’d taken more than half a dozen steps a shout rose. Flir caught the vat and turned.

Ecsoli.

The figure charged forward, arm raised. Flir braced herself, even as she reached for a throwing knife – and stopped as a second blue figure appeared, as if from nowhere, slamming into the Ecsoli.

Shouts and grunts rose as the two struggled, masks aglow. Lion and Wave markings on their armour. Flir gaped a moment, then gave the vat a mighty shove. It didn’t matter why they were fighting. Catrin mattered. She chased the vat and pushed again, then skidded around to the front to drag it across another intersection and then finally, into the smoking shipyard. The vat bounced over rubble as she brought it to a halt near the hole. Holindo’s men rushed out from where they’d taken cover, shovels and picks in hand. At the still-smouldering edge of the crater in the earth, they hacked. Several leaped within, deepening and widening.

“Holindo?”

A figure emerged from the haze. His face was weary. “Here.”

“Do we have time?”

“I have not heard from Lord Danillo.”

“Then let me help.” Flir accepted his shovel and climbed down. Heat radiated up from the blasted crater and she dug in, hurling a load of earth over her shoulder. Standing within the hole, she judged they needed near to half the depth again. “Faster,” she shouted.

The men responded and she did too, hacking and throwing until her back ached, but it wasn’t enough to stop her. Not by far.

And it was working. If they could just –

“The Lord Protector approaches, Lady!”

Flir climbed up and hauled herself free, handing her shovel to one of Seto’s men. He jumped into the hole and continued working. The sentry waved her over to a nearby opening, where Holindo joined her.

Danillo sprinted down the street, his red robe flying. An amber glow chased him, still several streets back. Flir waved to him and he changed course slightly, heading for their opening. When he charged into the abandoned shipyard, he bent to catch his breath a moment.

The yellow glow intensified in the street beyond.

“How goes the trap?” he asked.

“We’ve run out of time,” Flir said. “Even with the acor. Is there another place?”

He shook his head. “It’s too late – she’s too close. I killed Mor and now she’s enraged, devouring anything in her path. The Ecsoli have been flinging stone at her and it does nothing. She devours all. We even fought together for a time, but the Compelling was useless. She is beyond reach; I doubt she can even form words anymore – and there are no bones to break.”

A deep humming filled the streets. Amber light stained everything from the cobblestones to the rooves and the faces of those around her, eyes wide.

Catrin slid into view.

Level with the second storey of the buildings around her, Catrin’s body was a bloated mess, yet a sinuous core remained, not unlike a serpent. The head retained the features – if distorted – of a young woman, eyes blazing white. Tendrils of glowing flesh protruded from the body, snapping forth to slap into buildings, sometimes bursting through windows.

“She seeks even insects.” Danillo said. “And sometimes people within their homes.”

Flir caught Holindo’s arm. “Take the men from this place.”

“My Lady, you cannot stay here. We must all flee.”

“Danillo?” she asked.

“There is little you can do, I fear – unless...perhaps the vat after all. Go, Captain. Take them, I will send Flir after you.”

Holindo hesitated. “The risk –”

“I am ordering you, Captain.”

“My Lord.” He met Flir’s eyes – the message was clear. Don’t be a fool. And then he was gathering his force and fleeing from the opposite exit.

“What do we do?” Flir asked.

“I will use Osani...in a fashion I have never seen attempted.”

Which sounded dangerous. “And I?”

“I wish for you to distract Catrin somehow. I need time to explain to Osani what I have in mind.”

“I’ll try.”

“If things go badly, do not fear the dark – it should protect you from her long enough to escape and try something else.”

“The dark?”

“I will call it down if we fail; as my last act.”

Flir nodded. Catrin had reached the racecourse, pulling her bulk into the open space. Her head swivelled and her mouth tore open in a silent scream when she saw Danillo. He faced her, arms spread before him. Her glow coloured the Greatmask amber and a humming had grown, pummelling Flir’s ears.

“Hey!” Flir shouted. “Freak!”

Catrin turned her bulk. Glowing arms shot forth. Flir was already leaping aside. She rolled to her feet as Danillo sent a pile of rubble crashing onto Catrin. Each piece glowed amber before disappearing or shattering into yellow fragments. Flir gripped the edge of the vat and with a grunt of effort, lifted and spun, hurling it forward.

The iron sailed through the air and smashed into the glowing creature.

Amber flashed but it didn’t shatter – instead, it collapsed around her, dragging her down. A shrill scream rose from within. Were the remnants of vitriol burning her? The screaming soon shifted from pain to rage. Catrin struggled beneath the curling steel as the amber spread. Hissing steam rose and then the iron began to shudder.

Flir dived to the ground, just as it exploded.

Burning amber shards flew across the racetrack in a hundred directions. They ricocheted from the air before Danillo but the heat of one piece flashed by her ear, tearing into the back of her shoulder. She screamed. Searing amber spread through her body, running down her arm and along her back, creeping up her neck as she writhed in the dust.

And then her body fought back.

Something inside her – Pevin would have called it Mishalar – raged with its own roaring heat and she broke out in a sweat, gasping for air. But the pain soon lessened as a hissing rose from the wound in her back.

A voice thundered across the yard.

“You are an abomination, Catrin. You have let your father’s poison destroy you, you who was once human. Begone, by the Line of Falco and Cavallo I cast you down.”

Catrin surged toward Danillo where he stood before her, his Greatmask aflame in blue. All her amber flared, poised like a viper’s strike, but Danillo tore Osani free and hurled the mask forth.

It flashed across the space between them and struck her chest.

She recoiled.

Flir gaped. A blue ball of flame burned within Catrin. The former woman trembled, her mouth spewing forth more amber. Danillo had retreated and Flir scrambled to her feet as the sap-creature crashed to the ground. Blue flame spurted from between every arm, from every hole in her head. The amber was dying, devoured by a blue so fierce it stung Flir’s eyes. She shielded her face.

Hotter it raged, so that she had to give yet more ground – and then the light vanished, heat with it, to be replaced by voices. Faint, yet they seemed a whole choir and their song was a single note of release.

And then they too faded away to silence.

Flir raised her head.

In the centre of the racecourse lay a steaming pool of blue liquid. Even as she approached, it sunk into the earth, leaving behind only a pearlescent blue scorch in the shape of the Greatmask.

“And thus passes Osani, bound to House Cavallo.” Danillo stood beside her, his face lined with weariness. His expression was reminiscent of his daughter’s dark features, but his silver-touched beard reminded her of Notch, though Sofia’s father was older. Flir blinked. Stupid to be comparing the man’s features after what had just happened – but she barely even felt the urge to move.

Too much had happened.

“The Greatmask is gone?” she eventually asked.

“Yes. I convinced Osani that Catrin would be able to destroy him if he could destroy her at the same time.”

“You knew that?”

He hesitated. “Suspected. The Ecsoli had been destroyed, masks and all. But I suspected – and rightly – that an Elder Greatmask would be too much for her.”

“Well, you were definitely right,” Flir said. “I’m glad you’re on our side.”

“In one instance I was correct.”

“What do you mean?”

He gestured. “I must dig what remains of Osani free. While there is no sentience within, there may be power left still, in his remains. I doubt it, but I wish to be sure.”
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Kanis limped after the group of Gigansi. No-one spoke as they approached the enormous gates, carved from the very stone itself where they lay within the mountain. High windows allowed light to filter down into the hallway but did little to reveal their surroundings. At noon maybe, but not now.

He winced as he walked. Having been flung about after the explosion, his movement was reduced just enough to bother him. Yet the fractured bone and burnt skin was healing, as ever. Mishalar favoured him still.

The gates were carved in an echo of the floor; images of masks and chisels, of bone, of the harbour far below and the great length of a sea creature so large it dwarfed any whale. The detail was impressive, the kind of work one man could spend a lifetime upon, or many artists a score of years. Scrollwork climbed. Divided into sections, the words seemed unfinished – or was it simply an old language, older even than the ancient Anaskari or Renovar? He was no student of language, but could it be a forgotten Medah tongue? Something else?

None of the Ecsoli appeared able to decipher it either – Marinus especially appeared frustrated by this, throwing his hands up as he argued with his fellows.

Other masterful carvings made little sense; figures emerged from the gates, some near human, others animal and several even having the look of the long-extinct dragon.

Not all agree that the dragon is extinct – on Ecsoli, anyway. Bethana’s voice was sudden.

He did not answer, Marinus’ blathering was too close.

He cannot detect me, worry not. Worry instead, about taking that amulet.

A tall order still. The man barely slept and wandering at night was hardly encouraged. Further to which, great strength did not always equate to great stealth. He’d not had a chance to make the switch and Kanis doubted he would again, now that they were so close to gaining entry to the temple.

Who knows, you might succeed without it.

Marinus strode over. “You are going to set more acor, be ready. It will be both barrels this time.”

“For such an amount, I recommend a trail, Your Highness.”

“That I agree with.”

It did not take long. One of the Ecsoli brought forward two barrels of acor, stacking them in the centre of the gate. Another Ecsoli herded the Gigansi out and Marinus stood over Kanis as he poured a long line of the acrid powder toward the distant exit.

“Do you anticipate this will work?”

Kanis shrugged. “You’ve certainly tried everything else.”

“That is not what I asked, slave,” he snapped.

“I don’t know. It might blow them open – it might collapse part of the mountain, My Lord.”

Marinus murmured something but did not ask Kanis to stop. When the trail finally exited the hall, Kanis straightened. One of the other Ecsoli took the remaining acor, not much left. Marinus snapped his fingers. A second blue-cloak brought a burning torch. The Ecsoli prince took it and lit the acor. The powder spluttered and flared, rushing around and into the long corridor. The hissing continued and men braced themselves.

And then nothing.

The hissing stopped. How far had it to travel? Still some distance, what had gone wrong? At a brisk gesture from Marinus, Kanis peered after. A transparent figure stood beside the trail of burnt acor with not a single spark in sight. The figure was heavyset, wearing a Greatsuit beneath a tattered robe, but less heavy-looking than when they’d met in person. His grin was wide.

Vinezi.

Kanis pulled back. So the bag of slime was alive. Part of him wanted to deliver the news to Marinus with a grin of his own but he controlled his face. “Vinezi’s ghost seems to have stopped the acor.”

Marinus gripped Kanis by the front of his tunic. “What?”

“He’s transparent.”

Marinus shoved him aside. The prince stormed into the passage and stopped. Kanis followed, joined by the two other Ecsoli. Marinus was shaking, one fist clenched. The other hand pointed at the grinning figure, causing it to waver.

Vinezi blinked out of sight.

“Torch,” Marinus shouted.

The flaming brand was provided and he lit the trail again. It flared forward, leaping along in starts and fits, picking up speed and running across the dark floor like a brilliant rodent.

Vinezi appeared. His spirit kicked out the fire.

Marinus charged after, flinging one hand forth. Again, Vinezi disappeared. Again, Marinus lit the trail. Yet it barely moved a foot before Vinezi appeared once more, stomping it out. His silent laughter was banished when Marinus backhanded the apparition.

The prince spun, and roared down the passage. “Get more torches here.” He strode back toward the group. “Fool thinks he can goad me into being caught in the explosion.”

More torches were produced and Marinus lined up several Gigansi, adding Kanis to the row, ensuring each held a burning brand. Kanis’ spluttered, the heat welcome against his wrist and chest. “Hurl them at the barrels on my command,” the Ecsoli Prince said.

None of the giants would come close to making the distance, but they’d hit the trail and either way, the explosion would still threaten them. Two had exchanged quiet rumblings and another took a step backward.

“None of that,” Marinus shouted. The giant was forced several steps forward. Kanis ground his teeth. He’d already been burnt and had his leg torn up once today. Twice was too much, Dilar or no. Pain still hurt – mostly.

Just throw it; you need him to reach the Crucible if you want Flir to survive.

Kanis shook his head but upon Marinus’ signal, he heaved the torch at the distant barrels. It sailed through the dark hall like a tiny orange comet – but he saw only a glimpse.

He spun and sprinted toward the opening.

The other blue-cloaks were already out of sight. Fleeter than the giants, he reached the opening of the passage as the explosion rocked the walls with a roar. Fire bloomed. Heat chased him, eclipsing the screams of the Gigansi, and the blast hurled him out to thunder into the opposite wall.

Something cracked upon contact and he cursed, rolling into a ball.

The heat eased and he lifted his head.

Ecsoli were already approaching the passage. Marinus stepped around the blackened, still-smoking shapes of the Gigansi. Not all were dead; a few climbed to their feet. That mottled skin, was it fire-proof?

Kanis stood, cradling a broken arm.

Marinus had disappeared into the smoke. The stench of the spent powder and burnt flesh spread across the clearing.

A howl of rage echoed up the corridor of stone.

Locked.

Kanis couldn’t hold back a smile.
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Seto accepted the hot food – merely hardbread heated on a pot lid, but welcome nonetheless. Better than he’d eaten in days. The fire they’d hidden as best they could, couched in one of the Casa-Cielo homes, whose Notch didn’t say but he’d remained close-mouthed since their reunion, back to the blaze, eyes staring out into the dark.

Notch did not add much to the telling of their tale, unwilling or perhaps unable to allow Ain’s Pathfinder senses to do the watching. Sofia too had fallen quiet, leaning against Emilio’s chest after finishing her story, and once Wayrn and Ain added theirs parts, everyone had their fill of words, it seemed.

And while it was useful to have a name for the thing that attacked him – Ain had never heard of a darkling that also used wood and stone as part of its body – the true mystery was why had they appeared now, and not before. Ain’s theory that it related to the death of the Sea Beast was as good as any for the present.

Oddly enough, above all the surprises Seto had been given after days of stumbling down the mountain, and eventually into Casa-Cielo, wary of every shadow, shrub and sound, was that he found himself utterly empty of resentment.

It no longer mattered that Notch and Sofia had left the city.

Well, at least, not as much as before. He was either too exhausted or too worried about the Ecsoli to care.

“We appear to be at a deeper disadvantage than I expected,” Seto said after taking water. “Chelona’s leaving was not something I anticipated.” And he had not explained the true extent of his duplicity with Mila but the result was the same. No Greatmask, not in the true sense of the word. “The mask still holds some power, yet it is no equal to Argeon nor a match for Marinus, I fear. We must approach the First Temple with something beyond the necessary caution. A surprise, something unknown.”

“What do you have in mind?” Sofia asked.

He spread his hands. “As of now, truly, nothing. But who knows what Vinezi has on hand? What old relics of power lie within the Temple? And Marinus will only complicate matters.”

“Help them kill one another,” Ain said.

Seto translated for Sofia, seeing as Wayrn understood and Notch did not appear to be listening. “Something I believe we ought to encourage, yes. But we cannot know how until we see them. I propose we sneak in and strike when the two have worn each other down or one has done away with the other. Surely there lies a secret way into the Temple?”

Sofia nodded. “Ain is guiding us to such a path.”

“There are many paths,” Ain said. “All old, many ancient – older perhaps, than those by the Sea Shrine. One I have found leads north of here. Ancient – yet there has been traffic upon it of late.”

“Good,” Seto said after translating. “For now, perhaps we ought to seek our rest. Notch?”

“I will take first watch,” he said without turning.

“And I second,” Seto said.

He waited for the others to settle into their borrowed bedding then stretched out on his own, cloak folded beneath his head, the blanket of a Casa-Cielo resident atop him. The fire slowly died down and even breathing rose from the others. He should have been equally weary, but the fury simmered from Notch, keeping Seto alert.

Seto set aside the blanket and rose, moving softly to the window. He stifled a groan when his muscles protested as he sat beside the man. The quiet wore on. Only darkness beyond the window, but Notch did not turn from it.

“Do you know what Father told me once? The only useful thing he said to me, I fear.”

Notch didn’t answer.

“He told me that regret can eat a man from within; and so it had to be put aside.”

“You have no regrets, Seto?”

“Many,” he said. Mila was but the most recent. “I struggle with them still. But I have put enough away to survive.”

“Don’t rush me.”

“What would you have said to him? To her?”

He sighed. “I still don’t know – but I’m certain; I can feel it. I won’t get a chance now.”

“I wish I could disagree.”

Notch flexed his hands into fists. When he released them, tiny pieces of grass fell to the stone floor. “He wouldn’t have listened to me. But Amina...I might have apologised.”

“Once more?”

“Yes.”

“For her?”

“No, for me. She had moved on.”

Seto nodded, though Notch didn’t seem to notice. He might not have even seen in the poor light. His voice had softened yet further.

“I would have settled for seeing her happy, as I eventually came to hope she would be. Now I have to imagine that it was true.”

“For now that might have to be enough; and who’s to say she wasn’t?”

He did not answer.

Seto returned to his bedroll.

***
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Ain repeated his explanation, gesturing again to the wall of rock. His face was determined beneath the shadow of the leaves, a grey sky overhead. “The old path I mentioned before passes through the stone.”

Wayrn translated and Sofia replied. “But we’ve searched; there’s no way to open it. Perhaps we should take the trail Ain found before.”

“Which leads to the main gate,” Seto said. “That would be too bold, even for me.”

Wayrn turned to examine the pine trees and Notch simply stood with his arms folded, waiting, expression blank. He’d been responsive enough, but disinterested in decision-making since leaving Casa-Cielo. He had not looked back.

Sofia sighed. “I’ve checked the rock face, we’ve dug around the base and nothing works and Argeon isn’t helping.”

A piercing cry came from the sky.

Seto blinked. A bird swooped down, speeding toward them. At the last moment she opened her golden wings and came to settle on an overhanging branch, where she preened herself. “Bird of the Sun,” he breathed.

Ain let out a cry of joy, calling to her. The Solave flew to his arm and he murmured soft words into her feathers. After a time, he glanced over to Seto, a flash of worry in his eye. “Worry not, Ain,” he said, speaking Medah. “It seems she missed you.”

He smiled. Seto found himself pleased; it was well that the man had been given such a gift. It was only troubling that Seto’s message of peace had not been received so well. Was not the city facing enough deadly peril? But there was time enough for that later. Seto explained the bird to the others.

“She has been watching us for some time,” Sofia said.

“I thought I saw a golden bird in the village,” Notch added, but did not follow the rest of the conversation.

“She will help with the paths,” Ain said. “Even now, I can feel my reach expanding. The paths lead into the Temple from various sources, ours is not the only secret entryway. Beyond the Celnos Mountains, from the Northern Sea there is a way.”

“Will she stay with you underground?” Sofia asked, speaking through Seto.

“Yes. That is where I first found her.”

With half an ear on the conversation, obviously familiar with the bird, Wayrn had completed several circuits of the largest tree and now bent at the base. Seto moved closer. “Wayrn?”

“This might be something.” He pointed to a worn section of the tree, where bark had been bruised.

“Could it not have been an animal?” Seto said.

“True.”

Sofia knelt beside him. “No, I think there is something – the ground has been disturbed.” She scraped leaves and dirt, revealing a large square of stone with the Mascare symbol. Argeon glowed and she lifted the hatch, pushing it back to lean against the bark. “If Vinezi threw this open, it would explain the marks.”

Darkness stretched below, ladder rungs visible – several of which appeared to have been recently repaired. “Then they have been here for some time,” he said. “As suspected.”

“So we have a way in – will that be our surprise?” Sofia asked. She glanced at Notch, obviously worried about him, but he said nothing.

“Yes, perhaps it will be.”

“Then I will Spirit-Walk to scout when we near Marinus and Vinezi,” Sofia said. “We need to know what’s happening in the temple.”

“Good.”

She started down, followed by Emilio, Wayrn and Ain. Seto took the ladder and looked to Notch.

“Go,” he said. “I will take rear guard.”

Seto descended into the dark, shoulders aching as he climbed.

Sofia had lit a lantern at the bottom, and handed one to Ain. “I will be close by, in case something attacks us,” she said. Wayrn translated and Ain nodded.

The Pathfinder took them along a narrow passage, then into a second corridor of featureless stone. He never paused at any of the side passages. If a crossroad appeared he did not hesitate. Two stairs and he took one without pause. At two doors with Mascare masks carved upon them – he pointed to one and Sofia opened it with Argeon. When Ain finally did come to a halt at another door, this one in onyx, it was with a warning.

“Most of the paths which lead into the temple pass through the room beyond,” he said. He swallowed; stroking the quiet bird’s feathers as he continued. “Certainly those from the side of the mountain we approached. But something waits in there; it is unlike anything I have felt on the paths. Not a darkling, yet not human or animal either. Strong steps.”

“Some sort of Mascare guardian?” Sofia suggested.

Seto nodded. “Possibly.” In Medah he asked, “But we have no choice? This is the best chance for a discreet entry?”

Ain glanced at the dark of the ceiling a moment before shaking his head. Was the young man afraid of being underground? “I can feel the paths, King Oseto. It is the only choice from here – unless we wish to try the main gate.”

“No,” Sofia said once Seto translated. “Argeon and I will deal with whatever is behind the door. Let me lead, Seto – use Chelona if you need to.”

“I will.”

The onyx door slid open, revealing a cavernous room, Ain’s lamp struggled to reach the opposite side. Within, a narrow bridge of stone spanned a chasm with what seemed to be an endless drop. There was no handrail but the bridge appeared solid enough. The quiet was oppressive.

“There is something here – old magic, yet I see nothing,” Sofia said. “Ain?”

“It is here.”

“Cross, I will watch,” Sofia said, standing aside.

Ain led Wayrn and Seto followed, glancing back to Sofia. Emilio only started across the bridge after a look to Notch, who nodded, hand on his sword.

“Go, Notch,” she said. “I’ll guard the rear now.”

Seto switched his focus back to the path ahead – the lamp showed a wide landing and a featureless wall. Once he set foot on the uneven stone of the landing he turned back to the bridge. Notch was well over halfway, Sofia close behind – Argeon’s glow lighting her way.

The ground rumbled.

“Quickly,” Seto called.

Notch quickened his stride, keeping to the centre of the bridge, Sofia on his heels. The rumbling continued and the very bridge cracked at the other side of the chasm – only to rise up with the clinking of stone on stone.

Like a scorpion’s tale.

Notch and Sofia leaped onto the landing, Emilio catching Sofia and Wayrn pulling Notch to safety as the bridge tumbled their last few steps.

The stone towered over the group, then hurtled down. Seto leaped aside and it struck, rocking the very cavern. Fragments of stone flew and bounced off the wall, someone crying out. Seto found his feet – there was nowhere to run. That was the trap, once you crossed the bridge you had no-where to turn.

The bridge was rising again.

Emilio pulled Wayrn toward the wall, the one-time acrobat clutching a bleeding calf. Notch stood before Sofia but she spoke in his ear. He frowned but let her step forward, both hands raised – where she waited, unmoving. The bridge whipped down. A shockwave buffeted Seto when it crashed into the air above her hands. As though she’d caught it without touching the stone.

And then Argeon’s glow pulsed and she threw the bridge back.

It fell into place with a clatter. Sofia turned back from the chasm with a smile, though her arms still trembled. “I wasn’t sure I could catch it.”

Seto burst into laughter. “Well, you certainly did better than I would have.”

“Where now?” Emilio asked. “There is only wall here. Do we head back?”

Sofia shook her head. “No. Part of the wall is false – like the Ways in the palace. We’re close, I can feel Greatmasks nearby. Let me help Wayrn and then it’s time.” Her expression was firm. “I hope you’re all ready.”
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In the brightness of the carving chamber, Vinezi had Tarvilus affix the breastplate, then lifted the mask himself. Unlike a true Greatmask, it was only a tool; no better than anything worn by the majority of his people. But power still lurked within the bone; the rich power of a recently departed God.

And finally, he wore his own novatura. Finally, he possessed the power to take control of his own path. To cast Marinus down; to take his birthright, that which father had denied him. So little else mattered now that everything was within his reach.

A shuddering rocked the temple below. The cacophony of shattering stone followed.

“They’ve broken the gates,” Julas reported. Though only days had passed, his recovery had been swift, Tarvilus having discovered a way to speed it along by using his mask.

Vinezi nodded. “So they have. Take the Storm Singer to the main altar.”

“Which one?” Tarvilus asked.

“Abrensi. Let Lavinia rest.”

His brother strode off, his own novatura in place. The man possessed only one gauntlet, accepting the reduction without comment. Julas on the other hand, had spent much of his short time in the suit practicing use of both gauntlets by flinging hunks of stone from side to side.

“Time of judgement then?” Julas asked.

“Indeed.” Vinezi led him down the stairs. His heartbeat quickened. Finally, finally. Marinus would be searching the rooms now, making sure none of the alcoves and stairways held surprises. Of course, none did. But let that lure the man into a false sense of confidence – or a heightened state of tension. Either would work.

Vinezi turned down an unlit corridor. Halfway to the main room now. Tarvilus’ voice repeating a command echoed behind – the Storm Singer was on the way. Good. Now he strode into the main altar room, gesturing for Julas to flank him before the altar. It loomed behind him, the giant slab of onyx flanked by twin columns of silver, each with an evenly-spaced sconce for a lamp.

Though each lay quiet now, Vinezi had made sure the windows set high in the roof let light fall into the room. The floor before him had been patterned with masks and figures in robes, terminating at the opposite end of the hall – the opening as yet un-darkened by any intruder.

Come Marinus, hurry to your death.

Tarvilus joined them, assuming a position on Vinezi’s other side after ordering Abrensi to the altar. Vinezi turned.

“Should you wish to survive this, I suggest you follow the Chants precisely as arranged.” He grinned when a tiny spark of cunning appeared in the Storm Singer’s eyes. “And do not think they will work on us – our suits have been built otherwise. Further to which, in the event of any sign of betrayal – my brothers have their orders.”

Abrensi narrowed his eyes, then recited, “To flee the struggle and kill first Alosus, then Lavinia. Then me.”

“You recall perfectly.”

Abrensi sneered. “I do, Highness, Highness.”

A rush of footsteps slowed and a pair of Gigansi entered the room. Each had drawn a sickle but neither figure appeared thrilled with their role as fore-guard. Two more of the giants arrived and then the Ecsoli. The shorter had to be Filutis, the Boar and the taller Benata, another Wave – two of Marinus’ lapdogs.

And finally, Prince Marinus himself in his silver-lined breastplate, his stride full of impatience. Arrogance.

Fool.

Vinezi stepped forward but did not speak. Another figure entered on Marinus’ heels, his walk unnatural, as if compelled – Kanis? The strange Renovar priest-thief wore a deep frown and his eyes roved the altar room constantly. A prisoner seeking a way to escape? A welcome surprise; if the man survived, Vinezi would have the secret to the acor.

“You still carve beautifully, little sister,” Marinus announced, though he came to a halt with some distance between them. “And look, more half-men beside you.”

Vinezi hissed. The old barb ought not to have stung so. His brothers offered no retort. “Too scared to face us alone, big brother?”

“I prefer ‘prudent’ to be honest.”

Vinezi laughed. He made a tiny gesture and Abrensi’s voice boomed forth. The Chant of Sleep struck the Gigansi immediately; they sunk to the floor after only a few words but the Ecsoli around Marinus only faltered. Kanis too, collapsed to the stones.

Marinus had not moved but Rael glowed.

Vinezi gave another signal and Abrensi started the Chant of Awakening. Columns shuddered and the stone floor burst upward; revealing long bones. A dozen skeletal guardians rose, converging on Marinus. Boar and Wave flung hunks of stone at the creatures, slowing them. The leg of one guardian shattered. Marinus raised both hands, sweeping several into the wall and closing his fist – holding them in a self-sustaining Compelling!

Vinezi snarled. “Deal with those two.”

His brothers sprang into action beside him; Julas flinging his own hand forth to send a jagged piece of stone hurtling toward the distracted Filutis. Blood exploded when it struck the Boar, near-to severing him in two. Betana flung his own barrage of stone but Tarvilus deflected it with his a raised hand, the pieces crashing into the walls behind him, even as the force drove him back.

“Is this your best, brother?” Marinus called. He spun on the remaining Skeletal Guardians and Rael grew dark. Each skeleton shuddered to a halt then crumbled to dust.

Vinezi charged.

Marinus simply stood, waiting. Beside him Betana tore his cloak free, breastplate aglow. “Careful,” Vinezi cried to his brothers as he slowed. The fool was Sinking himself!

The glow quickly spread to incandescence. Vinezi shielded his eyes. When the light faded a slender figure of bone stood in the Wave’s place. The same body mass was present, only now Betana was taller, with long limbs and a pointed head – he had transformed himself into a creature of bone, Sinking into the bone in such a way as to sacrifice most of his humanity in exchange for great strength.

Few Ecsoli could manage such a feat.

Fewer dared.

Tarvilus and Julas spread to circle the creature, which slashed out at them with its insect-like arms of sharpened bone.

Stop. Let them fight their own battle, Vinezi told himself.

You have a task to complete.

Marinus strolled forward, Rael pulsing with red light. Vinezi flung rubble at his brother, while signalling for the final chant he’d had time to teach Abrensi, the Chant of Stone – to freeze Marinus in place.

Again the Singer’s voice boomed across the temple.

Yet it had no effect.

Was even a single word wrong? Too late. Marinus was upon him. Vinezi threw a punch, his own mask glowing as he swung. Such a primal thing – almost a stupid attack, even enhanced as it was – considering his power. But how wonderful it would feel to actually strike his brother down... Marinus caught his fist, his gauntlet closing over Vinezi’s own. “Father should never have let you live after what you did to mother.”

Vinezi ground his teeth. “And I should have killed him when I had the chance.”

“Little worm,” Marinus roared. “Where is the Crucible?”

A scream filled the temple but he couldn’t look away. Who was it?

Marinus’ grip trembled. The glow from Rael brightened as his brother attempted a Compelling – Vinezi fought to keep his legs straightened. His novatura pulsed as he struggled.

Damn Marinus.

Rael was stronger – even with the newer bone that made up Vinezi’s suit. Vinezi growled. It could not end this way. He had fought, died and returned to life and it wouldn’t be for naught. Not this time. Marinus had always been the favourite. Marinus had been afforded every advantage, every attention! The man had been given a Father – for Vinezi, the king was little more than a hollow figure of rage and then contempt and finally indifference.

No.

Vinezi pushed harder, and Marinus grunted – but the stand-off remained.

Marinus drew forth a fox-shaped pendant and Vinezi gasped at the shift. Still Marinus was overpowering him. His brothers were occupied – maybe dead, and the Storm Signer was clearly useless.

Only one gamble remained.

Vinezi channelled all the power from his gauntlets and breastplate to his mask. Its blue glow intensified, then filled the bone like a spreading stain. Marinus pulled away; letting go as he became aware of Vinezi’s gambit – but Vinezi caught his brother by the wrist. “Stay,” he grinned, and with his free hand, tore the mask from his face and drove it into his brother’s chest.

Power roared.

It flung Vinezi across the room. He crashed to the floor and rolled. Gaining his feet, he tore at the pieces of the now splintered breastplate as he stumbled for Marinus. The man was rising, movements unsteady. A dark scorch-mark covered his silver breastplate but the charm was gone.

Rael still glowed but Marinus was slow to respond.

Vinezi’s own ears rang as he drove himself forward, slamming his brother to the stone floor. Marinus grunted in pain but lashed out with a Compelling. Vinezi screamed when his knee shattered. Unprotected, his vision blurred by tears; he clawed for his belt knife, for anything – when a shape flashed before him.

Something thundered into the floor.

He blinked.

Kanis knelt beside Marinus. From fist to wrist, blood covered the Renovar’s arm. And his brother’s breastplate bore a gaping red hole. Marinus choked, blood spilling from the edges of his mask as he convulsed. He fell still.

Kanis sat back and exhaled. “You owe me now, Vinezi.”
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Notch drew his father’s sword and rushed after Sofia.

Chaos filled what appeared to be an expansive altar room; a giant slab of onyx overlooking bodies strewn across a patterned floor. One figure was slumped on the altar, something about his shape familiar. Elsewhere Gigansi and Ecsoli – giant bones and dust and blood, and within it all, three figures still moved.

Vinezi.

The man wore the fragments of a Greatsuit where he knelt before an Ecsoli corpse, his back providing a clear target. Beside him was...Kanis? Kanis faced Vinezi, one arm blood-covered.

Were they arguing, voices low? Was Kanis up to something?

Another man in a similarly rent Greatsuit held a broken mask in one hand and had pulled another man up into his lap. Before them lay some giant, insect-like skeleton, motionless. “Vinezi!” the fellow shouted. “Do something. Tarvilus is dead.”

Vinezi spun to his feet, wobbling.

Even from across the room, Notch saw Vinezi’s face pale. The big man took a step, dragged his leg and then stopped when he noticed Sofia and Notch. Argeon glowed blue as she cried out, flinging her hands at him.

Stone rumbled. High above, a piece of one of the columns cracked. Vinezi fell back and Kanis dived aside but the stone fell wide of both men. Sofia swore as Vinezi snatched something from the dead man.

Greatmask.

Notch flipped a dagger into his hand and cast it at the hobbling man. Vinezi’s uneven gait blessed him; the blade flew just wide of the villain. Vinezi reached the stricken man and emitted a cry of anguish. “Help him,” the first said.

Vinezi glanced back to Sofia, his eyes feral in their desperation, as if he’d turned half-animal. He raised the Greatmask and darkness fell.

Notch dropped into a crouch.

“Sofia,” Emilio called.

“I’ll lift the darkness,” she said. “Protect the others. Seto, your mask.”

Somewhere behind Notch, the bird of the sun squawked. He kept his blade ready, pointed toward where Vinezi had stood.

A red glow bloomed and Vinezi hollered something in Ecsoli. Almost instantly, the glow faded but his ranting continued. Red flashed again. He didn’t seem to be addressing his fellow Ecsoli. A few words were familiar, but not enough. “What’s he saying?”

Wayrn whispered. “I’m not...wait...he’s demanding that someone? Rael? Restore ‘him’.”

“Him? The dead man?” Notch asked.

“Yes, his brother. Vinezi is demanding that the Greatmask restore his brother.”

Notch drew in a breath. No Greatmask would honour such a demand – would its refusal be dangerous?

Light snapped back.

Sofia straightened, stepping forward. “Argeon, stop –”

Stone erupted. Notch fell back, shielding his eyes as fragments sprayed the group. When he lowered his arm, his heart stopped. Sofia was down. Blood trickled from a cut on her forehead, Argeon resting beside her. Emilio was at her side in a single stride.

“Get her back,” Notch shouted.

Seto swept forward, Chelona on his face. He calmed the erupting stone.

Vinezi was still ranting, only now his hand had been engulfed in the red glow of the mask. His tone became pleading. The crimson glow slowed and Vinezi finally gave a nod. Then he shoved the mask onto his face.

But there he did not stop.

He continued to push the Greatmask – until it sank through the flesh. A sizzling, sweet burning scent crossed the stones and Notch flinched back as Vinezi began to tremble with a strange violence – only the man’s legs, torso and free arm shook. The hand that pressed the mask so deep it seemed to be merging with his very skull – that hand remained stock still.

And then Vinezi stopped. He spun on the sitting man. “Hold them back, Julas.” The command thundered from his face, now broken around the Greatmask. Then he scooped up the body of the second man and charged for a set of stairs – his gait restored.

Seto cursed, waving his hand and flinging shards of stone after him. All bounced off an unseen barrier.

Julas stood.

“Keep her safe,” Notch said as he ran to intercept.

Julas drew his own blade, hurling himself across the stone floor toward him. Notch growled, changing his line. He met the man in a clash of swords, shoving the lighter opponent back. Yet Julas leaped forward again with barely a misstep.

Notch deflected a strike and swung his own blade, twice high, left then right.

The man deflected the blows and spun out of reach, positioning himself at the foot of the stair. “No further, Anaskari,” he said. His face did bear some resemblance to Vinezi – mostly the arrogance.

Notch grinned. “Worried about your brother?”

Julas spat but didn’t attack.

Emilio appeared beside Notch, his own sword drawn. “Surrender and we may spare you.”

The Ecsoli leaped forward, driving Emilio back. The Captain held his own but Notch found he couldn’t flank Julas, as the Ecsoli continued to position Emilio as a shield.

“She’s awake,” Wayrn called.

Notch circled and slashed at Julas’ leg. The man skipped away, disengaging Emilio. He paused, then drove himself forward again, feinting and moving with such speed that Emilio was caught off guard. Julas ducked a slash and rose, driving his shoulder into Emilio’s chest, flinging the Shield to the ground before charging Notch.

Notch gave ground, fending off the man’s sword as he did.

A slash caught his forearm and he grunted. The Ecsoli was even faster than he’d first appeared. Did the ruins of his Greatsuit lend him speed?

Between flashes of steel, Notch saw the others. Wayrn had helped Emilio up and Sofia, Seto and Ain were heading up the stairs after Vinezi, but Sofia had paused. Her eyes were full of worry.

“Go!” he shouted. “Stop Vinezi.”

Julas pushed harder. Notch doubted Julas had even heard his words; the man’s eyes burned. His attack was relentless. Notch gave more ground. He glanced behind – mute forms of the Gigansi. He angled back toward the centre of the room, earning another stinging cut – this one to his thigh.

Emilio approached from behind, sword ready, face set. If he had any doubts about letting Sofia go on alone, they looked to be buried in determination to finish Julas quickly.

Notch ducked a vicious swipe. He rolled and slashed up with his blade, driving the man back. Emilio closed, swinging his longsword.

Yet Julas was already moving.

He pivoted in a continuation of the leap that took him away from Notch’s attack, flicking his blade as he did. Blood flashed and Emilio dropped his sword. Julas pressed his advantage, driving Emilio back. The Captain already had his knife in hand but it was not enough – Julas closed and cut through Emilio’s deflection, slashing deep into his thigh.

Emilio collapsed with a curse.

Julas loomed over the Shield.

Notch bent and snatched a piece of stone, hurling it at the man as he charged. The rock struck Julas’ head and then Notch was upon him, forcing the Ecsoli to engage him once more. Notch slowed his attack enough to catch his breath, once again crossing blades with the Ecsoli and once again, he shoved them apart.

The man resumed his attack as Emilio dragged himself out of range.

Julas lunged.

Notch gave ground. The man lunged again and Notch swatted the blade aside. His opponent paused, took a breath and grinned. “You’re slowing down, Anaskari.”

“When Sofia kills your brother there will be no-one to regenerate you – once I end this.”

He passed his sword from hand to hand. “Do you think so? Maybe we will use your body and hers to regenerate Tarvilus. I’d simply use more of your countrymen from that village nearby, but I hear there’s no-one left. And you must admit, this way will be more poetic.”

Notch froze.

More from the village. Vinezi used people from Casa-Cielo for his foul ritual.

Father.

Mother.

Amina.

“Oh, I see I’ve struck a nerve.” Julas pointed with his sword. “You knew them? Yes, you did. My, my. Perhaps you even had family there? Well, how about we finish this and then you can join them.”

A red film fell across Notch’s vision as he leaped forward with a roar.

Julas caught his blade with his own. Sparks flew. “Ready?” He spun away and launched a new line of attack. The Ecsoli’s blows cascaded down, the pattern unpredictable, a variety of speeds and angles difficult to respond to.

It was no style Notch had ever faced before. No-one in Anaskar, no Renovar, no Medah warrior, no-one fought the way Julas now fought. And the rage that coursed through Notch’s limbs didn’t help. Julas’ speed was too great – he landed another cut, this time a light one across Notch’s chest.

Notch fell back again, the clash of blades ringing over his shuffling steps. He kicked at bones as he stumbled, deflecting another slash but catching a third nick from the riposte. The man was not smiling, not revelling in the upper hand anymore, his face was all focus.

Think, Notch, think!

He had to let go of the rage long enough to figure a way out.

Everything was about the sword for Julas. Nothing else existed save defeating his adversary – that much was clear.

Notch ground his teeth.

He couldn’t beat this man. He didn’t have the skill; he’d drawn a master bladesman, additional speed or no, and now he would die because of it. Emilio was wounded. Sofia and the others were finally putting a stop to Vinezi.

And here he was, about to die in an empty temple; his village unavenged, his last chance to speak to Father, to Amina, to learn how to forgive himself, all of it gone, gone, gone!

Notch deflected an overhead blow that drove him back deeper.

He had failed.

No! If you give up before the fight is over then you will lose every time. I’m bigger but you can find a way to beat me. Be faster or smarter – find a way.

Father’s snarl when they’d train each summer.

Do what you can to control the enemy’s movement, even if it’s just tripping them.

Raff trying to convince a new recruit on the black sands of Medah.

You always know one more trick.

Luik, after Notch had broken a man’s nose with his head in order to settle a brawl in a tavern.

All movement favoured Julas.

He’d driven Notch nearly back to the hall’s entry – he had to turn it against the man. Notch deflected another strike then another, waiting for his opening. React just a little slower, show some signs of impending defeat, a gasp here, a grunt with that parry, a curse, let the man close in.

Let Julas grow more confident.

Let him pounce.

There.

Julas drew near and swung down. Notch lifted his blade to meet the sword...and dropped his weapon.

Julas’ face registered shock. He hesitated.

It was enough.

Notch clamped his rising hands over the Ecsoli’s wrists and fell with the blow, using the other man’s existing momentum against him, a foot on the man’s chest to fling Julas into a wall as Notch rolled. Bone cracked from the impact.

Notch leaped after, dagger in hand.

Julas struggled to find his feet. Steel flashed and the man screamed. Notch stood back, panting. The Ecsoli griped the knife where it protruded from his stomach. Without taking his eyes from his enemy, Notch bent for his sword, lifting his father’s blade – finding it light as a feather somehow.

He approached Julas with a slight nod. It had been a worthy struggle. Was it more than the man deserved? Perhaps, but that was the way of such battles and Julas had fought well. Between two soldiers, during a sword fight, it all came down to muscle, bone and steel.

Everything else was for afterwards.

Julas writhed, gasping for air as Notch stood over him. He kicked Julas’ sword aside. The Ecsoli’s eyes still held little but fury – only pain joined it now.

Everything else was for Vinezi to reap.

Notch lifted his sword and swung, ending it.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 56.


[image: image]


“I am Father Lucianos,” the white-haired man said. “You are welcome to seek refuge here.” He gestured to the narrow rooms where Flir and Danillo stood in the quiet dark behind the altar room.

Flir thanked him, a sigh of relief escaping.

“It is an honour to host both the Lord Protector and The Pale Girl,” he said. “The children and the others are sleeping further along, but I believe Mayla is awake; I will tell her you are here.”

Good. Dilo had delivered on her promise. Flir stepped into one of the austere rooms and sat on the cot. Danillo stood by the door.

“What next, Danillo?” she asked. “Want to storm the palace with me?”

He smiled. “Tempting.”

Mayla appeared. Her blue eyes were weary but she showed no other signs of what must have been her exhaustion. “Where will we run to next, then? I assume you two are working on a better solution.”

“We are,” Danillo said. “What happened?”

She shrugged. “I never truly saw it, but Metti felt it. She said that a creature of bone and shadow was attempting to break through the passage. The rubble held for a while, but then the sound of stones being shifted followed. We sent Dilo then.”

Flir stood, offering Mayla the cot, but the woman waved it away. “Thank you, Flir, but I will seek my own bed and sleep soon.”

“Were you able to bring any bone with you?” Danillo asked.

“We brought it all.”

“That is well. I think it is finally time I attempted to make a suit of our own,” the Lord Protector said.

“Is that possible?” Flir asked.

“I am mostly familiar with Carving but I believe, with study, I might be able to discern their construction.”

Mayla sighed. “You don’t have time for that, Danillo. The Ecsoli are everywhere.”

“But it’s still a good idea,” Flir said. “We can start –”

“Lord Protector!” A shout echoed down the hall. Father Lucianos appeared, breathing hard. “The Ecsoli are here. They are demanding that you surrender both Greatmask and Lady Flir.”

Flir shot to her feet. The bastards never let up.

“They haven’t attacked?” Danillo asked.

“No. They do not wish to lift a hand against the Temple. Captain Medoro posited that such a thing might be so when we discussed the theft of our dead.”

“Yet they still stole,” Flir said. “So we might expect something underhanded.”

Mayla nodded, as did Danillo. “Yes. As they distract us with negotiation, perhaps? Still, I will see these Ecsoli.”

“And Osani?” Flir asked.

“They do not need to know what has happened – for now,” he said. “Go now, each of you and be ready to leave the city on my command. Father, I trust there is a quiet way from the temple?”

“The aqueducts – assuming they are clear.”

“I’ll have Ciano check,” Flir said.

Lucianos took Mayla back down the hall and Flir followed Danillo to the altar room. They passed the basins but stopped before reaching the entryway, a small group of Ecsoli visible beyond the stone robes of Ana. The leader stood taller than the others. From her shape, Flir guessed the Ecsoli was a woman. She gestured with her hands as she spoke to one of her fellow Ecsoli, her gauntlets painted red. Or was it blood?

“What will you say?” Flir asked.

“I will ask them if they mean to defile Ana’s Temple,” Danillo said. He held the hunk of melted stone and bone that was all that remained of Osani.

“And if they say yes?”

“Then we shall see if Osani still has any power. If that happens – lead them to safety, Flir. Flee the city. Regroup.”

“I will.”

Danillo raised his voice. “People of the Land of the Sun, hear me.”

“We hear you,” the leader replied in Anaskari – definitely a woman from her voice.

“Is it your intent to defile the Goddess’ Temple as you have the rest of the city?”

“No, Lord Protector. It is not, but I will, if you force my hand. Deliver the mask and the White Woman and we will spare you.”

Flir snorted.

“And to whom do I speak?” Danillo asked.

“Bethana is my name.” She rested one hand on her hip, appearing assured, utterly at ease. Expectant of submission. “What will it be?”

Danillo ran a hand over Osani. His jaw tightened and he looked to Flir. “There is little here that will aid us now. On my word, Flir.”

“What will you do?”

“Collapse the entryway when they come – but I want you to give the others a lead.”

Bethana shouted from outside. “Your answer?”

“Very well,” Danillo said. “I will send her out.” To Flir he nodded. She ran for the others then paused. Shouts of confusion rose from outside. “Wait,” Danillo called softly. “See.”

Flir dashed back.

A cloud of yellow butterflies, some in gold and some pale as lemon and every shade between, had descended upon the Ecsoli. Their tiny wings stirred a dust that covered the blue-cloaks, who waved their hands at first, in annoyance – yet when one man fell to the ground and lay motionless, the others began to panic.

Bethana had splayed her hands, creating a burst of air and scattering some of the butterflies, but everywhere she turned, more wings appeared. They darted for her, landing on her back or the side of the mask, in the eye-holes or on her shoulders, always leaving little puffs of soft powder.

The Ecsoli were collapsing.

At the edge of the cloud, one man was crawling away but his movements slowed until he stopped, resting his butterfly-covered head on his arm.

Finally Bethana sunk to her knees and toppled over.

The cloud eased; powder still drifting down to settle on the Ecsoli, and then golden creatures were lifting, spiralling up toward the sky.

Flir swallowed. “What happened?”

“Help from the Butterfly-Eaters, I suspect,” Danillo said.

“From the Bloodwood? So far?”

A new voice answered. “Yes, Lady, from so far.” Alcina, the blind woman rescued from the Bloodwood, approached from within the temple. She was breathing hard but a smile rested upon her lips. “Though I admit, it was not a simple thing to coax and coordinate so many from so far.”

Danillo moved to support her. “Your intervention is most welcome.”

“I am glad to have played a part – I only wish it had been sooner.”

Flir crept from the Temple, scanning the square and the dark buildings beyond. None of the Ecsoli stirred and the butterflies were gone. She exhaled. Alcina’s timing had to be the luck of the Gods.

“Let us strip and bind them, lest they wake,” Danillo said when he and Alcina joined her.

“Good idea,” Flir said.
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Sofia chased the sound of Vinezi’s muttering, climbing the dim stairs two at a time. Notch would be safe. Emilio would be safe. They had to be; they would defeat the Ecsoli and rejoin her.

Now, she had to worry about herself.

Each step brought her closer to death; if she wasn’t careful it would be her death, not Vinezi’s that she found atop the stairs.

Seto and the others followed but she outdistanced them. When she burst into a wide chamber lined with benches and lit by crackling torches, she skidded to a halt. Vinezi was sliding his brother’s limp form over the edge of a stone wall. The body slid down and a wet ‘thud’ followed, as if it had fallen into a deep puddle.

The Regeneration Pool Oliadamo had mentioned?

“Stop, Vinezi.”

He spun.

Sofia flinched.

The man’s weeping face had collapsed over the Greatmask – as if the bone had been pressed so deep that it burst flesh on its way to replace the man’s very skull. In fact, it had seemed the two were merged. A red glow, as if tightly suppressed, blazed in his eye sockets and mouth when he spoke.

“He will be Regenerated. And you or your friends, you will make the new parts of him. From your flesh and bone he will return.”

“No.” She folded her arms. “Give up – you are outnumbered.”

He tilted his head and attempted a grin, the expression grotesque. “But not overpowered, you will learn.”

Darkness snapped over the chamber.

His shape revealed itself, a crimson, raging glow. Beyond lay a thin blue line in the pool and dark, grey shapes for the stone. “Argeon,” she called. “Stop him.”

Power surged and Vinezi froze in place.

Cries rose from the stairwell behind her, but it was only shock from the dark. Not pain. They would have to find their own way – better even, if they stayed out of range until it was finished. But that was the problem. How could she finish Vinezi for good? She circled. There were no elements to draw upon, no Mascare secrets. Dragging the roof down wouldn’t do anything, she couldn’t Compell him either – Rael would prevent that, no doubt. Father was not here to help. Seto’s mask was no match. It might even be empty – which left only Argeon himself.

Or Tantos.

“Tantos?”

He did not answer, even when she called again. A deeper silence met her words, as if Argeon had finally swallowed him whole, leaving naught behind but the fragments of her own memories.

Vinezi thrashed against Argeon’s binding, aided by Rael.

The new Greatmask was old – though not so old as Argeon, it seemed. The two were...communicating, after a fashion. Not exactly fighting, not even testing each other, but nor did their conversation appear congenial. Were they comparing histories?

Rael was the key.

Without him, Vinezi would be powerless against her.

Somehow, she had to separate mask from man. The two had grown immersed. The red glow pulsed and Vinezi snapped free. He stalked forward. She met him with her hands outstretched, using Argeon to push a wall of blue light against him.

“You want to play with Surrogate Light? Very well.” He raised his own arms and red pushed back. Sofia ground her teeth, holding her ground. The term ‘Surrogate Light’ meant nothing to her, yet he was obviously more than well-versed.

And why wouldn’t he be? He knew the Greatmasks, she did not.

Sofia cried out, shoving her anger at him. The blue glow flared but then the red clamped over it again.

“Not enough, girl.” He laughed. “Soon I will feed you to the Pool.”

Her blue burst of light shrank until it protected her like a shell. “Damn you.” The crimson pressed through her protective layer and when it touched her pain spread. “Tantos! Argeon!”

She fought back but for every blue point that broke free, another red lance sliced into her body, leaving no cuts but attacking her nonetheless. Sofia shouted, pushing her blue shell outward and leaping at Vinezi – only nothing happened.

Her leg barely moved.

An old stiffness in her joints returned. Everywhere the red touched, her body slowed. Her bones failed to respond. She toppled toward the ground, only able to raise her arm half the way out in an attempt to break her fall. She hit the stone. Her limbs began to shudder. A deep, deep pain bloomed.

It wasn’t a Compelling.

He was bringing the bone-sickness back! She gasped. Her legs were already numb and her spine creaked.

No!

“Yes, it is so, little Sofia. One must die for the good of others.” He bent and placed a hand on Argeon.

No.

The agony tore open something deep within her core – a hidden reserve of desperation, of fury. Of hatred – for everything Vinezi had been responsible for. The explosions in the city, the war he’d brought upon them and the foul things he had done to the people of Notch’s village, it all fuelled her outrage. Her screech pierced stone, cracking sounds echoing in the black. Vinezi fell away, hands covering his ears as he stumbled across the room.

Sofia screamed on.

Both blue and red glows disappeared and natural light sprang up in the chamber.

Her limbs were still fused enough that moving quickly was impossible. She released her scream, Argeon’s assistance dying off, and cried for him to reverse the fusing in her body. He began, working slowly, his methods different to her father’s, but more complete.

Yet slower.

Her legs began to straighten, pain easing.

Argeon’s speed was increasing but Vinezi had already recovered. He fumbled for the dagger at his belt and started toward her, red eyes blazing. Sofia strained for her own belt knife. Her arms creaked. And remained fused – Argeon had not reached her upper torso.

The big man towered above her, weapon raised.

Sofia Compelled her own arm.

Bones cracked. She bit through her lip at the pain but forced her limb into action, dragging her knife free and flinging it at Vinezi. The blade sunk into his side as he twisted, too slow to avoid the flash of steel. He roared as he fell to one knee, face plastered with surprise.

Burning pain shot up and down her arm, but Sofia found her feet. Argeon continued, working to free her bones. Vinezi was crawling toward the pool. Sofia stepped after, limbs still responding slowly, despite regaining flexibility, despite the easing of pain. Like a turtle – Ana, help!

Blood ran down Vinezi’s side, dripping across the stones as he moved.

Sofia gained speed. Argeon continued to work; re-knitting the bones in her arm – the pain of healing driving her to one knee. With a cry, Vinezi hauled himself into the pool. Sofia dragged herself after.

“Sofia.”

She turned, wincing as she did. Seto and the others, Wayrn supported by Ain, the golden bird seated on his shoulder. “Stay back,” she ordered.

Vinezi gave a shout of triumph.

His glow was changing – deepening to purple as swirls of blue mixed with red. He lifted a basket of bone, bound by silver bands, over his head, breathing deeply as the change came over him.

He is using the last of the Sea God’s blood. Oliadamo, Temple Attendant, spoke through Argeon. Quickly, you must break the Crucible, Sofia. He will channel the additional power – combined with Rael’s might, Argeon may not stand up to Vinezi – you are the last line of defence.

Sofia laughed, a shuddering sound mixed with fear. The last line of defence? So be it. She had to be – there was no-one else. She had to be strong. Casa Falco and Argeon, fighting together. “How?”

Compell the Crucible.

She focused on one of the bones, urging it to crack. The structure resisted. “Break,” she demanded. The bone trembled and Vinezi’s glowing eyes fell upon her. The Crucible grew still. She Compelled again, charging for the pool. Vinezi stepped back and she met an invisible wall before she could reach him.

Focus on the bone.

She chose a piece and twisted.

And Vinezi held it in place.

His glow intensified. Argeon shuddered on her face. Light blazed everywhere. The air around the Crucible shuddered as the clash of their wills overflowed into the chamber. Sofia drew more power and Argeon grew warm.

Vinezi’s arms shook.

Yet the stalemate continued and the excess power from twin Compellings spread. Bursts shot from the Crucible. Columns shook. Stone crashed to the floor. Shouts rose from behind and she ground her teeth when light burst through from the roof – she glanced away from Vinezi’s distorted face – a gaping hole appeared in the roof.

The room was collapsing.

Not only was she unable to shatter the Crucible, her efforts were contributing to the destruction of the very temple. Seto and the others might be killed, Notch and Emilio – they were all in danger.

Worse, Vinezi was stronger.

The Sea God’s blood was too much. But what else could she do? She couldn’t let him take the Crucible and slaughter everyone. Another broken grin appeared on Vinezi’s face. Sofia tensed. A second, near-transparent Vinezi appeared – he was Spirit-Walking! Spirit-Vinezi knelt and drove a fist into the ground. A stone figure rose with a rumble, like a hulking Gigansi.

It crunched forward and drew back a huge fist.

“Goodbye now, Sofia,” Vinezi whispered.

She snapped her blue shell of Surrogate Light into place. The fist smashed down but bounced back with a blue flash. Vibrations rattled her teeth. She clenched her jaw when the stone creature crashed its fist down again.

Each blow rocked her grip on the Crucible and the shell.

Let go of either and she was finished.

Another thunderous blow.

Her light wavered.

Damn him and his blood! Sofia ground her teeth. Vinezi’s grip hadn’t lessened on the Crucible, he was not troubled by her efforts. All he had to do was hold-fast and let his creation finish her. Mask and blood, it was too much. One had to be removed. Her first thought – Rael. He was the only threat she could fight; the Sea God’s blood was already flowing through Vinezi’s veins.

“Argeon, we must meet,” she cried.

In her mind, she showed him the same scene that played before her – Vinezi’s collapsing face with its purple light leaking from new holes – even from his head now – the Crucible held by his whitened fingers, the Pool beyond, lit by a jagged column of light that fell from the gaping roof, a glow of blue surrounding her and the stone Gigansi, its flat face expressionless, huge fist reared back – all of it frozen.

Silent.

Numb.

Empty of movement, of thought, of time.

And he understood.
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In the long silence that followed, Sofia found herself Spirit-Walking through darkness. She approached a robed figure seated at a simple stone table. His clothing bore the same deep blue as Argeon’s glow. He possessed broad shoulders and had folded his hands before him. They were smooth, tanned, the hands of an Anaskari man in his prime.

Most of his face remained hidden by a hood, allowing only a glimpse of his mouth.

Please sit.

Sofia found herself seated across from him, yet no chair had appeared and she hadn’t stepped forward. “Argeon?”

Welcome, Sofia. I am pleased that you have come.

“And I am grateful Argeon, thank you. Please, I must ask, what is happening in the temple?”

It is as you wished. I have frozen the First Temple. For the rest of the world, it is not accessible, even as birds might fly overhead and insects creep beneath it still. Here, there is only you and I, as for Vinezi and Rael.

She let a shuddering sigh free. Time. She had time. “I need to stop Vinezi – how can I separate him from Rael?”

His hands were ageing as he spoke, becoming wrinkled, hairs turning silver. Soon that will not be possible.

“What do you mean?”

In his desperation, Vinezi has started a process similar to that of the Sacrifice – only if successful, it will not be Vinezi that survives. Nor the young Rael. But instead, something of the two; much to the chagrin of Rael, who is quite rash, I have since discovered.

“They will be as one?”

Yes. Something I had thought improbable – but the Blood of the Ocean Guardian makes it so. Vinezi is far more than a simple man now and once the process is complete he will be neither man nor mask; his desire for power will spread across the land and all that take of his bones or blood will be poisoned alike and sow new, terrible Man-Gods.

An image snapped into place in her mind, of dozens of men with no masks or suits, naked and covered in grime, yet whose cunning eyes bore a trace of a purple glow. They roved in packs across a flaming red landscape, ruins of a city smoking behind them. Some manner of animal, something that resembled a deer but with great fangs, ran from the spawn of Vinezi.

When they pounced on it, the deer screamed.

The vision disappeared.

Sofia gasped. “Is that what will happen? Argeon, what can I do? I have to stop that, please – you must help me.”

I must do nothing. His voice had grown stern.

“But can you do something? Will you?”

Of course I can. And yet, I have long speculated on the outcome of such an event. Much would change; it would be a new Age full of new wonders and horrors. Now his hands were young again – almost boyish, freckles standing against the skin.

“It would mean death and destruction for thousands – hundreds of thousands. Generations of chaos.”

Certainly. But after Chaos comes Rebirth.

“Please, Argeon. The world doesn’t deserve such a thing.”

Deserve? There are only events – those with momentum shape to the world and those without, that is all, Sofia.

“Then let me be one of those events, please Argeon.”

Silence.

Eventually, Argeon spread his arms, once more that of a man in his prime, and rested them palms facing up. Should I agree to give you such knowledge, I would ask something in return.

Sofia closed her eyes. Her heart had grown stone-like in her chest. “The Sacrifice?”

It has always been so.

“When? How? Who will bear you when I am gone?”

Your father perhaps. Or even another if I choose – but do not worry about such things now. First, go and shape your world, Sofia. I will be waiting here when you have finished.

She bit into her lip, flinching from where she’d cut it previously.

Everything she had fought for...she would lose it all. Her future, all possibilities – all first moments, gone. Emilio. A first kiss, the first time lying together as man and wife. A first child even, something that had always seemed to lie ahead, years ahead. The life together they hadn’t dared fully plan, but which had lay deep within his eyes when he looked upon her.

In the future.

A word that no longer held any meaning – at least, not for her.

Notch too. He would never forgive himself; he’d place the blame upon his own shoulders and she’d never be able to tell him he wasn’t responsible. Poor man! Would the guilt drive him mad? In many ways he’d been like a second father; protecting her when Danillo could not, when she’d first fled from the palace. It felt so long ago now...

And Father.

Both his children gone now and mother long dead. He would be utterly alone. What would he think? He’d be proud and he’d stay proud even as it broke his heart.

Could she really do that to them all?

Sofia drew a deep breath.

More, could she truly condemn them all to whatever lasting darkness Vinezi would bring? The rest of Anaskar, the rest of the known lands? Didn’t they each deserve a future too?

She straightened in her seat. “Tell me what I must do.”

First take my hands. It will anchor you – I will show you.

Her own transparent hands closed over his. A rush, neither pain nor pleasure, but instead a forceful awareness, surged through her body. Images flew fast upon the heels of one another.

A purple glow swirling within Rael.

The fiery, golden bird of the sun, feathers shimmering.

Rows of bones sleeping beneath the Sea Priests’ Temple in Anaskar.

Two Anaskari, father and son, eating fish together in a sun-lit market where the soft blue canvas of the man’s stall blended into the sweet, clear sky above.

And she understood.
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The altar room snapped into focus.

Everything as before, only now Vinezi was reformed. His face had repaired itself and narrowed, new skin, smooth flesh – his whole body was strangely elongated, the Crucible seeming smaller in his long-fingered hands. The purple glow that had infused his body and seeped from his face and head before now appeared as a tint across his skin.

A fist thundered into her blue shell.

Sofia shot her hand at the creature and it flew into a wall, shattering into a thousand fragments. “Enough, Vinezi – or Rael, whatever you are now.”

Vinezi snarled as he leaped away, tearing the Crucible from her Compelling. He landed before the pool with a sneer. “What I am now is far beyond you, girl.”

“We shall see.” Sofia started forward, calling for Ain without turning. “Send me the Solave.”

A fluttering of wings followed her words.

Heavy claws gripped her shoulder and she gasped. Ain had not exaggerated. The room grew brighter, the stone beneath her feet harder – the sound of Vinezi’s breathing louder, even the light streaming in from the roof had grown multi-faceted. Her awareness expanded beyond the pool and down into the temple where Notch climbed the stairs with a wounded Emilio, the body of the Ecsoli left behind and in lower halls again, Kanis battling a creature of shadow and bone.

And with her additional power she flung Vinezi against the pool and held him in place.

He struggled, drawing on his own bloody reserves.

He would break free.

Both knew it. In time, he would wear her down, even with the Solave. Such was the vast power afforded to him, that even now spread through his limbs, improving his strengths, searing away his weaknesses. But Sofia wasn’t finished; she was still reaching out.

Her awareness extended to every boned-thing, from the thin, hollow wonders of the birds to the dense marrow of the bear and then to the few survivors of Notch’s mountain village, huddled in a cave, and on to those which she now knew as the Os-Vento, broken creatures formed by an ancient, reactionary magic that had been awakened by the death of the Sea Beast, and finally to the bottom of Mount Celnos where she reached Anaskar.

The city of secrets where all bones – from the dead to the living – carried with them a blue-glow.

A power she must harvest.

Power that had spread for centuries. For generations, for as long as the people ate of the harbour, its fish bountiful with rich traces of the Sea God’s power. After so long consuming them, every living soul in the city bore just a little magic.

And she drew from it everywhere. The Sea Beast’s blood was instilled in the bones of father to son, mother to daughter, for centuries. She took from all. Not every trace of the magic, but enough. From winemakers bottling fire-lemon, from fisherman only recently returned to the harbour in their boats, from children running across wet, gleaming cobblestones, from their parents watching over them, from the Shield and City Vigil, who continued to plan and hide, from everyone who’d resided in the city, their bones visible to her like glowing flags, stone walls and tiled rooves no barrier – and even the invaders, the Ecsoli, whose own bones – those they wore and those that were a part of their bodies – contained traces of red, red from whatever Sea God had sustained them through the centuries.

From the Ecsoli she drew every shred from their masks and suits – but left something in their bones. Faint cries of despair seemed to echo from far below.

And yet she did not stop.

Within the palace waited a stolen store of bone – she took all, whether it was of the Sea Beast or from mysterious collections of dead the Ecsoli had stolen from the streets and temples, she took all and then found more.

Beneath the city, the dead called to her. A darker, sometimes fainter blue to their bones – but hidden under the streets, in every Temple and where the buried or entombed still rested, she took more, even sinking beneath the catacombs to older, forgotten chambers where the first Anaskari were lain to rest and then yet further beneath to the old Medah people, who had lost their city by the sea but who had long eaten of the bay.

And even within those hidden tombs lay an older generation of people she did not know – their bones too, she stripped of magic. She drew it all forth in endless streams that rushed up the mountain toward her body; searching further and finding even centuries of dead buried at sea, their bones like blazing forests beneath the water, bones that had long soaked up the blood of the Sea Beast, blood which had fed into the water after every harvest, all of that she took as well.

Every single blue whisper that left the city met another on its way.

Each pair met another pair and on until upon reaching the peak, rivers of power surged into her with a vast roaring. They pulsed and swirled, stinging her eyes behind the mask. And Argeon accepted it all and she erupted in a cry of exaltation.

Power, dazzling, more than any one person had want for.

Sofia glared down at Vinezi. At one point, she had risen into the air without realising, power sizzling around her, but the way he shrank back, even as she held him in place, was worth the surprise of finding herself hovering.

She raised both hands, gathering the accumulated power of centuries.

Vinezi screeched, casting something toward Seto and the others – yet she caught it, collected the power and added it to her vast store.

Then she flung every last scrap at his face.

Such a force rushed through her that it jerked her body from side to side as it exploded forth, slamming into Vinezi. His head cracked against stone. He struggled as blue surged around him in a churning whirlwind, smothering his own purple glow as it drove itself into his skull.

She braced herself.

“You cannot –”

His final words were lost in a blast of light and a thunderous roar. Cast across the room, Sofia eased her body to the ground, buffeted by the raw power that thundered and echoed in the chamber until she was driven to her knees. She threw out a shield as best she could – hoping it would protect the others.

When the light finally faded, a corpse lay crumpled on the cold stone floor. Purple fragments of bone were scattered about the room, steam rising from each piece.

Sofia heaved a sigh and fell to her knees.

Finally! Finally, she had put an end to his madness. She had destroyed a future where Vinezi poisoned the world, she had restored balance and saved so many, given them a future once more.

She was the event that shaped the future.
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When the blinding light resolved to that which windows and the gaping hole in the roof afforded, Seto limped after Notch, who’d already surged into the room. Sofia had toppled to the rubble-strewn floor, chest rising and falling erratically beneath her red robe.

“Bring Emilio,” Seto called. Wayrn and Ain moved to the lift the wounded Shield, but Kanis appeared, blood streaming from a dozen wounds. He stopped them. “Let me.” He lifted Emilio easily and followed them to Sofia.

“Sofia.” Emilio’s face had gone white. He reached for her hand – Notch already held the other. Notch’s own expression was crumbling; as though he aged while Sofia struggled to breathe. Seto looked away a moment. Poor Notch; was the man doomed to see every woman he cared for taken from him?

“What can we do?” Notch asked. “Seto? Ain – what of your bird?”

But the Solave sat perched on a shattered column, her colour faded to grey. Ain appeared to understand the question – he placed a hand on Notch’s shoulder before moving off to the bird.

“Notch, there is nothing we can do. My mask is spent. Argeon is taking her,” Seto said.

Emilio made a choking sound.

“No.” Notch let her hand go and stood. “There must be a way. I’ll bring her father –”

“Notch...come back.” Sofia had opened her eyes. Her voice was faint.

He knelt, retrieving her hand. “I’m here. We’re all here.”

“I’m sorry, Notch...don’t blame yourself. I have made a bargain...Argeon...saved us. He is making it quick,” she said. “I’m glad you followed me...into the forest.”

Notch swallowed.

“Tell Father...I had to fulfil the duty of Successor. Tell him I am not gone...only changed.” She paused to squeeze her eyes shut, clenching her fists. “Emilio...fate has been cruel to us, hasn’t it?” When she opened them again the pain was clear through her tears. “You are wonderful...I will never forget.”

“Nor I, Sofia,” Emilio murmured. He lifted her hand to his mouth, tears spilling down his cheeks.

And her chest fell still.

A faint smile graced her lips and then Argeon glowed and the light blinked out.

Notch placed her hand upon her chest and stood, face set. His hands were balled into shaking fists but he only turned and walked toward the patch of sunlight.

“Goodbye, brave one,” Seto said. Then he limped after Notch, leaving the shuddering Emilio alone with her, as Wayrn and Kanis too, moved away. When Seto reached the mercenary, Notch had folded his arms; he stared into the wall. His jaw was clenched beneath the new beard.

“She saved everyone. More than everyone here, Notch. You saw what Vinezi had become.”

“I saw enough,” he said, voice no more than a growl. “And I have seen again, how there is never enough death, never enough sacrifice for the Gods.”

Seto sighed but couldn’t make himself contradict his old friend.

A soft groan came from the pool.

Notch spun.

One of Vinezi’s legs twitched. Notch strode over, hand on his sword. At the pool he tore the blade free but lowered it when Seto joined him. Vinezi barely clung to life. His face had been burnt to black; red slashes visible where eyes and mouth ought to have been. A tiny bubble of blood grew then popped. “He lives.”

Seto sneered down at the near-corpse. “And reaps naught but annihilation.”

Notch unhooked something from his belt. A heavy cleaver – he pressed it into Seto’s palm, eyes burning with suppressed rage. “For Sofia. And for Tulio.”

“This...is from my kitchen,” Seto said. He gripped the handle. “Luik’s favourite.”

Notch almost smiled. “Flir forced me to take it.”

“Bless you, Notch.” Seto lifted the blade. For Tulio indeed – for the life the man was never allowed to finish. For the happiness he’d been denied.

And for Sofia, for Notch, Flir and Luik, for Emilio, for everyone who suffered needlessly due to Vinezi and his all-encompassing bitterness.

Seto flung the cleaver down.

Blood exploded.

***
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Notch and Emilio, still wounded, both limping, carried Sofia down the entire mountain on a makeshift stretcher. Neither man accepted help and Seto had heaved a sigh of relief when they climbed out of the hole in the palace wall to spread themselves across the grass. The setting sun was falling behind the spires of the palace and no-one appeared from the great doors. Not a single calamity befell them on the funeral trek, neither man nor beast – nor darkling – bothered them.

And truly, few would have been able.

Either Argeon protected them or the threat of the Storm Singers was enough of a deterrent. Both the singers and Alosus were weak but alive, explaining their ordeal in strained voices. Abrensi had escaped the battle after being stunned by Marinus, but spent most of it struggling to wake Lavinia and Alosus, both of who’d been affected by his Chant. Lavinia, especially had been close to death. To hear Abrensi tell it, the man had taught himself an ancient Ecsoli chant in the moment in order to save her and wake them.

And maybe he had after all.

Vinezi’s body they burnt in the hall.

Seto nearly started into the city; there was every chance the Harper had survived – but he stopped. The palace was home now, wasn’t it? If it was still his. He turned to face its darkened windows. Flushing out the Ecsoli was another task still to be performed. Yet Abrensi claimed he knew more ancient chants that would help. Further to which, Seto was hardly alone. Kanis, who now bore a bandage on the last finger of one hand, was half an army himself – just like Flir.

Had she survived? That was the next order of business, after which the entire city needed to be restored.

“Notch?”

Notch joined him, staring up at the palace. “I will find her,” he said.

“Thank you. Take Kanis – I don’t want anything to go wrong.”

“I should be insulted,” he said, his voice weary, rasping. “But I’m empty inside, Seto.”

Seto grinned. “I know you can fend for yourself – but the Ecsoli are still out there and I’m not taking chances.”

“King Oseto. We have visitors,” Abrensi called.

Five figures crossed the grass from the direction of the gatehouse. Flir strode in the lead, trailed by an exhausted Pevin. Behind them in turn came Holindo and Danillo, escorting a blue-cloaked woman. Her red-tipped gauntlets were bound and she wore no mask, a haunted expression on her broad face.

Flir tossed a mask to the ground. “Whatever you did worked, Seto. All the fight went out of them once they discovered their fancy suits didn’t work anymore.”

Sofia’s work surely? Beyond the small group was another familiar face; Mayla, who stood surrounded by street children.

“And who is your prisoner?” Seto asked.

“Bethana of Casa-Nemo,” the woman answered in old Anaskari, voice firm. “I have come to negotiate peace for those of us who wish to remain here.”

Seto raised an eyebrow. “Nemo? House of No-one? Interesting.”

“Some seek their ships even as we speak,” Flir said.

“I see.” Seto paused. Rounding up as many Ecsoli as possible was an option, yet what would it achieve? More lives lost. Good riddance. He looked to Holindo. “Captain, gather as many man as you can. Clear my palace.” He switched to old Ansakari. “Alosus, would you help him? I want a translator for any of the Tonitora that remain. Offer those you judge compelled by blackmail a choice of staying free or attempting to find passage on one of the Ecsoli ships.”

The big man nodded and joined Holindo, who started back for the Second Tier.

Danillo had been searching the party, his eyes falling upon the stretcher. “Sofia?” He dashed to her side and collapsed, shoulders breaking.

Flir glanced at Notch, then back to Seto. He shook his head.

Her face fell.

***
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Sofia’s ceremony was small, quiet – almost not a ceremony at all, so swiftly did it happen.

On the deserted beach, Seto watched as Danillo and Emilio pushed the funeral raft deeper into the waves, the wind whipping at their clothing. The sea was iron-grey, soundless waves breaking on the hull as the wind rose. Sofia lay in her Mascare robes, a plain mask on her chest, painted black to symbolise Argeon, and a chisel clasped between her hands where they were folded over her chest.

Nothing else was sent; Ana would take her as she was.

The tide drew Sofia’s raft further away but Danillo stayed within the water, Emilio leaving slowly, heading along the narrow beach. Seto glanced to Flir who stood beside him, expression was stony. “Make sure the city knows what she did, Seto.”

“I will.”

She started back up toward the winding trail, Ain and Wayrn following the broad shape of Alosus. Seto glanced back up to the top of the bitter, grey stone of the coast but Notch had not appeared.

He sighed and started after Flir, pushing himself up the path, each step a bigger effort than he cared to admit. At the top of the rise, he paused to catch his breath, shivering within his heavy cloak.

Below, Danillo had not moved, the ocean breaking against him.

***
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And so a week passed while Seto worked to clean the mess of two invasions and one failed attempt to turn the world to darkness. On his hands remained a few score of Ecsoli, all of whom had been interned in the dungeons for the time being; scattered Renovar and Braonn warriors, a ragged force of Shield and Mascare and a useless host of Sea Beast bones, along with a strange, disturbing collection of corpses arranged in stacks, patterned for some Ecsoli ritual perhaps? Something that needed to be followed up with Bethana.

He even had a persistent sea captain who was demanding an audience; something about payment owing.

So much peace needed to be sown.

At least his palace was returned and working well enough – though the efficiency and counsel of Solicci was missed. Seto’s forces had been expanded to include a good number of Tonitora and Argeon remained under the care of the Lord Protector, a man whose forcefulness had lessened since his daughter’s death.

Yet Danillo was present at every meeting, arguing his case, outlining plans for the restoration and expansion of the Mascare. Flir too, was a boon – even in her usual bossiness. She kept Kanis helpful and did her best to distract Notch from his pain. Holindo and a near-mute Emilio worked as a team and truly, even Abrensi’s scattered moments of brilliance were welcome, balanced as they were by Lavinia’s levity.

The two continued to heal those who trickled up to the palace, and remained vital parts of his new council.

And yet, one problem remained above all others.

It returned in idle moments and Seto was well aware, even as he sent his new seneschal away and collapsed into his bed, head aching after a particularly long council meeting, that not every problem had a solution. Seto drank from a pitcher of cold water by the bed – newly constructed – and leaned back with a deep sigh.

His problem was not that the Ecsoli might return; that he doubted and further, would be ready for.

No, it was Chelona.

Retribution was due, for what he had done to Mila, certainly, but beyond that, what of Chelona herself? Where was she now? She’d said only ‘home’ and he still had no idea as to where that might be. The old land? Somewhere much closer? Danillo had no ideas either. And of course, the obvious question remained; would she return?

And if so, would it be as friend or foe?
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Ain nuzzled the Solave, her grey feathers still soft, still beautiful.

This time he would leave her and it would not claw at his heart; for she was happy in the mountains and he could return to Silaj for the final time. He would meet his son or daughter, if luck held, if the Sands had not abandoned him, he would see the birth.

King Oseto had promised Ain whatever he needed for the trip and assistance with the removal of the darklings, should they remain. Majid would have protected the people; he was well assisted. If not...no. Ain stroked the bird’s wing. There was no ‘if not.’ Majid had to have done so. And if the Sands blessed them, the creatures would be done with.

Perhaps most surprising – and pleasing perhaps – was that Wayrn wished to accompany him.

“I believe I can help with the peace we need, if you’ll let me. There’s much for me to learn.”

Ain smiled. “Of course, Wayrn. I would welcome that.”

He set the Solave on the edge of the palace wall and swallowed. “Farewell.”

She clicked her tongue in her beak then spread her wings and leaped into the air, spiralling down over the city before wheeling and climbing. He watched her until his eyes could no longer mark her position in the sky and then turned his horse to head for the Mountain Gate, taking the path in daylight this time.

As they reached and passed through the foothills he and Wayrn continued to discuss whether and how peace might be achieved.

“Too many of my people will wish to bring war. They will still see the aftermath of the invasion as a chance to strike,” Ain said. It had been several nights since they searched the graveyard in the marsh, where they found only bones in piles around the building and possible tracks leading back toward the desert, suggesting Jedda and Narinu had escaped.

“You will be returning home as a hero for the second time, perhaps your word will have more sway?” Wayrn suggested over the flames of their fire.

“I hope it will be so,” Ain said.

By the time they reached the canyon where the Medah had hidden, it seemed winter was dying, though the appearance of a few wildflowers weren’t a sure sign. Yet he smiled at them; the same smile growing when he neared the mountain face.

“Wayrn.”

“I see it.”

A boneyard lay beneath the red stone walls. Dozens, scores of bones in all shapes and sizes covered the earth. Some were skulls. Talons were littered everywhere and sometimes, the huge hearts he had noticed in other darklings. Wayrn dismounted and took one ‘for study’ and then they were climbing, circling around to the entry point where Ain had to kick his mount into a canter. So close!

Wayrn was right; he returned home a hero for the second time. And he knew, even as the people hailed him, cheers swelling around him, even as tears broke through upon catching sight of Jedda, even as the Elders drew them into his tents, he could not be their hero again. And in a time of future peace, what need had they of Ain, Hero of the Cloud?

Silaj and his child. He had to be their hero first, now.

Raila handed him water, pouring a cup for Wayrn too. “Ain, whatever you did, you have saved us again. Mere days after you left, a great, sand-less wind came and the darklings simply fell to pieces beneath us. Since then we have seen but two, Ain. Two. Both of which Majid easily dealt with.”

A weight lifted from his shoulders and fell away to be swallowed by the Sands, yet he wondered still; Silaj. “That is wonderful news, Elder. But I must ask, what of Silaj? My child?”

She gave him a big smile. “You have returned in time. But before you go, I must ask. The Anaskari, there are those that will want to know. Could the Medah reclaim our old home?”

Ain glanced at Wayrn, who said only, “Would you like me to leave, Elder?”

“No, you may stay. Ain?”

“Raila, I feel you are no longer one of those who seek war?”

Her expression revealed little. “That I cannot say. I still do not know what is best for the people.”

Ain set his own cup on the table between them. “Then tell them this, after repelling the invasion the Anaskari are stronger than before.” He did not look at Wayrn.

His old master gave him a look. “Many will be disappointed to hear this.”

“I’m sorry to disappoint them.”

She nodded. “Well, I don’t want to keep you waiting any longer, Pathfinder. Envoy Wayrn will be fine with me. I suspect we will have much to discuss. Go to her.”

Ain stood, thanked her and rushed from the tent.

Outside, he sprinted across the sand, leaping over tent lines and crates, cloak flying, until he found her tent, slid to a halt before it, out of breath. Movement stirred within.

“Ain?”

Her beautiful voice. He reached for the tent flap. “I am home.”
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“There is nothing I can do, Medoro.”

Notch backhanded a vase from a sideboard. “Then try harder.” Fine pottery shattered on the tiles before the fireplace, water hissing. A single flower rolled free, white petals stark against the dark stone.

Danillo did not react. Instead, he removed Argeon. His face was haggard, gaunt even. The deep lines were cast in relief by his pallor. “The Greatmask is beyond you or I. There is no man here, alive or dead, no lore written anywhere in any tongue, that can return someone from a Greatmask.” His voice faltered. “You must accept it, as I am trying.”

“No.” Notch shook his head. He stepped forward, wobbling. His head remained fuzzy – what had happened? He’d only had a little of the fire-lemon, enough to dull the pain. No more. Not like he used to. Not at all. “No, Danillo. No. You should never accept her death. Never give in.” He shook his head, grinding his teeth. “By the Gods, are you so cowardly? How can you call yourself her father?”

The Lord Protector stiffened, but he only said, “She would not want us to argue.”

Notch growled. “That is your answer? You’ll do nothing more?”

“Captain. You are not yourself, but I am going to give you an order as Lord Protector. Leave now and seek your rest. I do not wish to see you hurt.”

“Do you threaten me now?” Notch fumbled for his father’s sword. Where had the hilt gone? He stumbled. The damnable room, how darkly it spun.

Pain shot through his limbs. His bones creaked; clearing his head.

“Notch, I am sending you out. Do not fight, you will only be hurt.”

“What?” Notch struggled against the force, but it was useless. His legs drove him forward, arms outstretched for balance. First the left and then the right snapped down on the floor.

Then it was hitting carpet as the sitting room appeared.

And then through the door, his arm turning the handle of its own accord, and into the dim corridor. Then back to his own room, his movements compelled by another’s will, until his steps sent him crashing into a water-barrel. Chill blackness covered his head. Still he could not move. Bubbles exploded around his face.

And then his limbs were his own. He roared free, staggering back. “Celnos be damned.” His head had cleared a little more; that was something. He stumbled into a chair, breathing hard.

Danillo had Compelled him.

So be it.

If her father wasn’t willing...

Notch rose, found his pack and started shoving clothes inside. A spare dagger, flint and tinder too and a dark bottle of fire-lemon. Anything else he could pick up on the way. He hefted the pack and strode from the room.

Two stops first and then it was time to visit the harbour.
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Notch ignored the looks he and Alosus received from the Anaskari.

Life had already rushed back to the streets, men, women and children talking, shouting, laughing in the rare winter sun. On the corners, Priests were spreading joyous news about their redemption, how the Gods had spared the city. Notch grunted. They had not spared nearly enough.

As Notch approached the harbour he paused to hear a storyteller in a multi-coloured robe, surrounded by children, eyes-alight, explaining the battle between the Anaskar heroes and the evil Ecsoli, but he couldn’t stay long – Alosus’ mere presence was drawing dark looks.

“They’re only afraid,” he told the huge man.

Alosus nodded. “I understand.” His Anaskari had improved considerably, part of why Notch had asked him along. And for once, Notch’s luck had held. Prior, there had been no Ecsoli ships remaining in the harbour by the time the Alosus had gathered his people.

And so they had been stranded for the past week.

Yet Alosus’ desire to learn the truth about his son had not dimmed at all; the man remained eager to leave.

At the harbour, one ship in particular caught Notch’s eye. The Hawk – green flags flying from her twin masts. Captain Melosi. The Harbour Master’s building had been flattened and nothing official had been established yet – besides, no-one would stop one of the ‘Heroes’ of the city anyway.

He approached the gangway but had only managed a few steps when someone called his name.

He turned.

Flir thundered across the boards. She came to a halt before him, a deep frown on her face. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

He grinned. “I’ll miss your gentle nature, Flir.”

“Don’t give me that.” She pointed at him. “You can’t save her, Notch, if that’s what this is about. You go to the land of the Ecsoli and you’ll get yourself killed.”

“Or find a way to bring her back. Danillo said it himself, no-one in this land knows how.”

“Don’t do this.” Her angry expression wavered. “I need you here.”

“I don’t believe you,” he said softly. “You’ll be fine; you love being in charge and you have Kanis to keep you busy.”

“Well, I still don’t know what to do about him,” she said, glancing away.

“You’ll think of something. Just keep an eye on Seto for me, will you?”

She stared at him for a long moment. And finally stepped back with a nod.

“Goodbye, Flir.”

“Goodbye, Notch.” She glanced away. “Don’t be stupid over there.”

He unhooked Luik’s cleaver and handed it to her. “Look after this.” Then he smiled and started up the gangway, boarding The Hawk. A sailor stopped him, glancing at Alosus, but Notch explained who he was and the man grinned. “He’ll be happy to hear from you.”

Notch turned back to the crowd below but Flir was gone.

He sighed.

A heavy hand fell upon his shoulder. “You’ll miss your home,” Alosus said. “Your friends.”

“I will. But I have no choice.”

A muffled shout rose from below. Bare feet thumped on wood and the sailor reappeared with a grin. “He’s definitely keen to see you.”

“Sounds like it.” He looked to Alosus. “Why don’t you wait here?”

Alosus nodded.

Below, he bumped into a sailor, the same man he’d almost recognised the last time he set foot aboard the ship. “I’m sorry,” he said. Then paused. Could the young man truly be...why not? It wasn’t so far-fetched. And maybe it did explain Melosi’s ability to sail in such dangerous waters. Notch smiled at the man, extending his hand. “I’m Notch, I’m hoping to book passage.”

They shook. “My name is Tersi.”

Notch let the fellow go. Yes, he was on the right path. The man’s hands weren’t calloused the way a sailor’s should be and his voice did sound familiar.

He walked on, adjusting to the gentle rocking of the ship, finding the Captain’s door and giving it a rap with his knuckles.

“Notch? If that’s you, get in here.”

Captain Melosi sat behind his desk, marking a ledger. He stood, black beard bristling. “You better be here to pay me what you owe, Notch. That king of yours has been ignoring my requests for days.”

“Of course.” Notch opened his purse and counted out gold pieces on the table. Melosi’s eyes tracked each one. “Seto has been busy putting the city back together, you should have heard by now.”

Melosi grunted as he raked the coins to him. But a faint smile crossed his lips. “Very well, Notch. Be on your way with my thanks.”

“Captain?”

“Yes?”

Notch pushed two more pieces of gold across the table. “How far north would this take me?”

Melosi scratched his beard, causing the shells to clink. “Who’s to say I’m sailing north?”

“I imagine, after all the money you’ve lost thanks to the fighting, a simple, well-paid passenger fare would be welcome.”

“You have a point, Notch.” He shrugged as he leant back in his chair. “For that, I could take you as far as the Singing Island. Not much out there, though.”

“That will be fine.” For a start at least. All the Ecsoli ships were reported to be heading north; he would try easing Melosi into their true destination once the ship was underway. And if the sailor became skittish at the thought of such a dangerous journey? Well, he had an answer for that too.

Notch grinned to himself. When he’d visited the dwindling stores of the treasury he’d been quite generous indeed, something Seto would, in time, no doubt find to his surprise.

A Note from Ashley


Hi! I hope you enjoyed Greatmask and thanks for reading.



I’d like to ask if you could help me out by leaving an honest review of the book at your place of purchase? Long or short, bad or good, it all helps!



The Last Sea God is also available right now – just click here to take a look.





AND if you’d like to sign up to my newsletter you’ll be the first to know when the next Bone Mask Book is released. You’ll also have first access to preview chapters and pre-release editions of the story, in addition to being automatically added into the draw for giveaways.



Ashley



	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

The Amber Isle Sample

Book 1 of the Book of Never


Chapter 1


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


The drunk blocked most of the firelight in Petana’s only inn.

He staggered over to Never’s table. The man’s breath preceded him and it was not pleasant – in fact, nothing about the slob was. Some manner of bug leapt in his lank hair and his teeth were green stumps. Red-rimmed eyes squinted down at Never. A rather sharp-looking butcher’s cleaver hung from the man’s belt.

So much for getting a good night’s sleep somewhere warm.

“You’re sitting in my seat, stranger,” the drunk said.

Never lowered his cup. “Good to know.”

The man blinked and a frown formed. He placed his knuckles on the scuffed table; Never glanced away. Half the patrons of the Petana inn were on their feet. Talk of war in the south, of how one of the village cows had gone to giving sour milk, of bad weather coming – all of it stopped. Never sighed inwardly. Don’t do it, fellow. Please. If things got out of hand, the man might die. And despite the drunk’s demeanour, Never didn’t truly want that.

Futile.

The man leant forward and the stench of his breath thickened the air. Somehow, it was worse than the capital’s sewers. It also seemed something had died on the front of his tunic. “I said, you’re sitting in my seat. Move.”

“I’m really quite comfortable here; how about we share?”

His brow furrowed. Perhaps the man was unable to comprehend what was happening, how someone could refuse him. No doubt he was used to getting his way. Or at the very least, to people getting out of his way. Some of them fainting probably.

“Custom would suggest you get angry now,” Never offered.

“What?”

“Why don’t you sweep my drink from the table?” He smiled. “Or you could roar something obscene, that’s always fun.”

The drunkard finally realised he was being toyed with. He growled as he reached for his blade, raising it level with his face so it caught light from one of the torches. It did look wicked. “Last chance, funny-man.”

Never sighed. Another evening ruined – thanks to his own pig-headedness no doubt. Yet why couldn’t the drunk have chosen another time to stumble in? Just one night in a bed would have been enough.

And now this wreck of a man had ruined it.

One of the serving girls was gaping; spiced sausage and red peppers sliding to drip from her tray. Time to put an end to all the fuss. Never winked at her then whipped a knife free from beneath the table. He slapped the cleaver. The flat side of the weapon smacked the drunk in the face. The man blinked then dived forward with a growl.

Never had already slipped from the seat. 

The slob crashed into the table, floundering and cursing. Never leapt onto the man’s back, eliciting a grunt, and grabbed a handful of greasy hair. He jerked the man’s head back with a grimace, placing his knife against an unshaven neck. Yet he did not draw blood; not if he could avoid it.

“You had to ruin things, didn’t you?”

“What?”

“Tell me, do you live here in the charming village of Petana then?”

“Get off me,” he gurgled.

“Don’t be a fool. Just tell me where you live and I’ll let you go.” Never glanced over his shoulder. The rest of the inn was standing now, men with hands by their own weapons and women with wide eyes – all save one woman in a green cloak with hood, who merely watched, arms folded. Curious. He addressed the crowd, pitching his voice to carry. “Worry not, good patrons, I will be swift. And because I’m feeling magnanimous – I won’t kill this poor wretch.” He wrinkled his nose and leant closer to the drunk. “Well, I probably won’t kill you, if you tell me where you live.”

He swore. “Why would I do that?”

Never kept his voice low. “Because you’ve laid waste to my plans so now I’m going to rob you when I leave – or perhaps I’ll kill you now and then rob you. You choose.”

“To the Burning Graves below with you.”

Never inched the knife in, drawing blood – just a trickle, but it was enough; his own blood stirred in response, veins bulging. Damn it. Always the same. Never gritted his teeth. No. None of that today. Or any other day, ever again, if he could help it. “Tell me.”

“Lone house. East end of the village.”

“Wonderful. Goodnight then.” He switched his hold to lock the man’s head in the crook of his elbow and applied pressure until the fellow went limp. Never stood back, hesitated. No way was he wiping grease on his own clothing. He found a relatively clear patch on the back of the man’s tunic to clean his hand. Gods, did the fellow bathe in slime? Never collected his pack from the splinters of the table and turned to the assembled folk of Petana.

“Is he alive?” The barman waved a skinny arm at a nearby patron. “Check him, Juan.” To Never he growled. “You wait there.” 

A dark-bearded man rushed to the drunk, eyes narrowed. Muttering swelled – an unpleasant music indeed. A few men held weapons – mostly scythes or knives drawn from beneath tan robes with multi-coloured stripes. If he was feeling ungenerous, Never had to admit that the Marlosi fondness for colour sometimes cast them as somewhat child-like. 

Irrational of him to think so, and there was certainly little child-like about their expressions. Or the steel they held. 

“He breathes yet,” Never said. He moved toward the door and the barman stepped over to intercept. Never shook his head, pulling his cloak open to reveal a row of knives.

“Gum’s alive,” Juan announced. 

“Fine,” the barman said. “Out with you then. Don’t want no trouble makers here anyway.” 

“A pleasure.” Never strode from the common room and into the wind. The yellow glow from Petana’s windows didn’t penetrate too far into the night, and the dirt beneath his feet soon turned blue then black with shadow. Candlelight winked in about half of the homes he passed; the thatched rooves were unkempt hair touched with starlight, resting on squat heads thrusting up from the earth. The poetry of a village.

He was a fool for letting his temper get the better of him. At least none had died.

But Gum was still to pay for his belligerence.

He passed no-one on the street, pausing once to wrestle his cloak from a strong gust, then slowed at the edge of the village. A stand of trees encircled the southern end of Petana, beyond which lay the dark road that hopefully led to the coastline, but no lone house...unless...there, right against the trees.

A shack rather than a house, he decided upon reaching it. The roof was a nest of thatching; the door ajar. Never knelt in the entryway and removed the blue-stone from his pack. He rubbed it in his palms until warmth spread, a blue glow rising. “Wonderful.” He stood, took a breath and slipped inside.

The shack reeked of old sweat and rotten food – even holding his breath it was a slap to the face. He sighed, switching to shallow breathing as he stepped over crumpled shirts on squeaking floorboards. The bed was a mound of...unpleasantness and the table featured a half-eaten meal on a broken plate. The pale-blue glow set congealed fat to glistening. 

Nothing yet.

A second room looked to be a hasty addition, and held a tall, locked cupboard. Never set the blue-stone down and removed his lock picks from a vest pocket then set to work. The lock soon clicked.

Inside lay a shining breastplate and helm inlaid with the charging stallion insignia of the Marlosa Empire. So the slob had a respectable past. How far he had fallen. Next, Never lifted a heavy dagger in an ornate sheath worked with a Hero’s Seal. He gave a soft whistle. The weapon would have personally been awarded to Gum by the Empress. Before she was driven from her city anyway. Never removed the blade. Beautiful condition. He took the dagger itself but replaced the sheath with a shake of the head. Whatever the drunk had done to earn such an honour, he deserved its memory at least. 

Especially when times for the Marlosi were destined to become harder still. 

“Now for the stash of coin,” Never murmured. Surely there was one somewhere. Moving back into the first room, he placed the blue-stone on the table and stepped over to the bed. If only he had a nice pair of gloves. He lifted the mattress, pushing it against the wall.

A small pouch lay in the centre of the floor, its drawstring tied.

He smiled. “There you are.”

Light flickered and he spun, Gum’s knife in hand. A dark figure stood in the doorway, stars and the faint glow from the village behind, waiting just beyond the reach of his glowing stone. “What are you doing?” A woman’s voice.

Never chuckled. “Robbing the owner of this house, of course.”

“No you’re not.”

“No, I am.” He bent without taking his eye from the figure and retrieved the pouch, untying it with one hand and emptying most of the coins into an inner pocket in his cloak. He grinned. “See?” Then he dropped the pouch back into position, which gave a sad clink.

“Put that back.”

“My dear, I could never do that.”

She shifted, reaching behind her back. The thin outline of an arrow appeared against the starlight. The creak of a bowstring followed.

“Last chance.”

He kept his hands raised and moved slowly toward his blue-stone, collecting his pack. The archer’s silhouette tracked him. “And now I have to leave. Since the hospitality of Petana is so lacking, I have to find a nice ditch to spend the night in.”

“I can thread your eye from here.” Her voice was hard but she sounded young.

He took a step closer. “You’re not a murderer, girl.”

“It’s not murder if I kill a thief. It’s a service.” She paused. “And I’m not a girl.”

“Very well, ‘young lady’, perhaps? Let’s say twenty summers or so?” He took another step and raised the stone. Her arrow was knocked and the bow at half-draw. Pale hands held the weapon – not a local then, and not with those green eyes either. And her cloak was green too. The woman from the inn? Beneath her cloak she wore a light blue tunic with no insignia, rank or sword. Not a Vadiya soldier either – how they hated everyone not knowing exactly their rank and family.

“Stop moving.”

He paused. What was that accent in her command? “Do people mistake you for the invaders?”

“How do you know I’m not Vadiyem?”

“Because your accent isn’t right for Vadiya.” Never shrugged. “In any event, I have to leave. People are following me and they’ll catch up sooner or later.” One more step and the arrow was inches from his chest. “Could you please move aside?”

“No. I’m keeping you here.”

“Not providing a service anymore?” He softened his voice. “Come now, we both know that if you were going to kill me, you’d have done it instead of announcing yourself.”

She drew the string to full stretch. “Sure about that?”

“Are you sure I care either way?”

She frowned.

Never put gentle pressure on the arrow, moving the bow aside. She let him, though her jaw was locked. Her expression wavered between frustration and curiosity. “You shouldn’t be doing this.”

“Killing in cold blood cuts both ways. Let me pass, you’re not ready.”

“Damn you.” She finally stepped aside.

“Thank you.” Never slipped out of the shack and into the trees. 
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